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Abstract
The purpose of this study was to examine data regarding the implementation of critical
components of the Multi-tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) framework in Minnesota public
secondary schools, defined as middle and high schools that service any combination of Grades 612. This study’s mixed method design utilized secondary data collected from the Survey of
Multi-tiered Systems of Support Implementation for Addressing the MN ELA Standards
distributed by the Minnesota Department of Education. The survey employed a Likert scale that
measured implementation of four critical components identified as: (a) leadership and
organizational structures, (b) curriculum and instruction, (c) assessment, and (d) collaboration
among staff along with an open-ended question that asked respondents to identify
implementation challenges. Quantitative data analysis was completed using descriptive statistics
to describe and summarize the critical component implementation status. 55.65% of respondents
indicated the component most frequently reported as fully implemented as, “Parents/guardians
are notified when their child begins a supplemental intervention” (MDE, 2017). 42.6% of
respondents indicated the critical component most frequently reported as exploring or not in
place as, “Standards-based grading system that measures and monitors progress toward
benchmarks is in place with reliable ratings between staff” (MDE, 2017). Qualitative responses
were analyzed to determine themes and meaning. Five themes were identified regarding
challenges encountered during implementation of the critical components of MTSS: a) Staff
turnover, bound staff capacity, and staff as a limited resource b) Teachers receive insufficient
professional development and training c) Secondary school schedules are not conducive to the
MTSS framework d) Lack of tiered interventions and MTSS models for the secondary level d)
Limited staff and faculty time available to dedicate to the implementation of MTSS components.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
Introduction to the Problem
Learning to read is a fundamental skill considered core to the elementary years. Most
educators agree that there is a need for improvement in educational systems that support reading
achievement for all students, yet millions of American students enter secondary school below
expected levels in reading knowledge, skills, and performance (Kim et al., 2017). Assessment
data, such as the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), highlights concern
regarding reading acquisition levels among American students. NAEP reported the 2019
proficiency levels in reading as 35% for fourth graders, and 34% for eighth graders. Reading
comprehension scores across the nation have remained essentially flat over the past decade
(National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2020b). Researchers emphasized the bleak
statistics by noting a substantial portion of adolescent readers struggle with basic reading skills
(Kim et al., 2017; Lee & Spratley, 2010; Vaughn et al., 2010).
This data has compelled researchers and educators to develop and implement programs
that identify students with reading difficulties and remediate or intervene when necessary (Fuchs,
et al., 2003: Nelson et al., 2015). Response to Intervention (RTI), also known as Multi-tiered
Systems of Support (MTSS), has been well documented (Sanger et al., 2012; Pyle & Vaughn,
2012) as a framework that systematically utilizes data in an attempt to meet student’s academic
needs through differentiation and intervention. Reading achievement has not been equal for all
students (Chiang et al., 2017). Some adolescent students continue to fall behind their peers with
the acquisition of basic reading skills, which often leads to limited comprehension of complex
text (Chiang et al., 2017; Shanahan, 2006). Many American children cannot read well enough to
complete schoolwork independently (Shanahan, 2006). Ongoing challenges faced by students
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with limited reading proficiency were documented by Chiang et al. (2017) reporting that the
ability to gain meaning from text as imperative to student academic and future workplace
success. Shanahan (2006) stressed the dire situation by highlighting that students who do not
develop adequate reading skills are not likely to receive the full benefits of living in the
American society because knowledge is power and literacy provides students the ability to
harness employment potential. Fuchs et al. (2012) expanded on this thought when they labeled
the high number of adolescents that struggle with basic reading skills as “a public health crisis”
(p. 26).
American Education Reform Movements
Public dissatisfaction with student reading achievement has been a topic of discourse for
several generations, and in the later 20th century, public outcry resulted in a call for change.
Education reform has been a dominant theme since A Nation at Risk was published in 1983
(National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983). The National Commission on
Excellence in Education formed by then U.S. Secretary of Education Terrel H. Bell released the
report, which declared the foundation of our society was becoming weakened by mediocrity in
education.
The call for reform was evident in legislation, such as The No Child Left Behind Act of
2001 (NCLB, 2002), and the reauthorization of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act
(IDEA, 2004). NCLB increased the administration of standardized assessments and required
every student to reach grade-level proficiency in math and reading by 2014 (IDEA, 2004).
Educational reform continued to remain in the spotlight with the Every Student Succeeds Act
(ESSA, 2015), which highlighted the goal of preparing all students for success in college and
career. In 2009, the U.S. Institute of Education Sciences (IES) established the Reading for
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Understanding (RfU) initiative as a response to ongoing concerns regarding the lack of progress
in reading comprehension (Pearson et al., 2020).
Legislative mandates increased accountability for students’ academic achievement and
growth, which initiated a transformation in the identification of and educational services
provided for students not meeting academic proficiency benchmarks (Hill et al., 2012). Sansosti
et al. (2010) asserted that educational reform has the potential to systemically change educational
practices when reform includes effective use of instructional time and provides multiple levels of
high-quality instruction and intervention.
Multi-tiered Systems of Support
To address the need for continued reform and declining scores in reading proficiency,
IDEA (2004) established a method for utilizing Multi-tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) to
immediately intervene with students exhibiting learning difficulties, including students without
special education designation, to enhance their academic growth (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006; Pyle &
Vaughn, 2012). In an attempt to increase accuracy in identifying students with disabilities, IDEA
(2004) outlined MTSS principles that established evidence-based academic and behavioral
practices administered by highly qualified school faculty (Fuchs & Fuchs 2006). The new
legislation allowed states and local education agencies to use the MTSS model, which required
documented student progress monitoring and early interventions, as an identifier for learning
disabilities (Arden et al., 2017; Maier et al., 2016). A goal of MTSS was to increase educational
accountability and improve instructional delivery in order to enhance learning for all students
while decreasing the overrepresentation of minority students in special education (President’s
Commission on Excellence in Special Education, 2002).
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MTSS is an instructional framework of academic screenings and tiered supports that
increase in intensity as a means to ensure academic progress by all students (Freeman et al.,
2015; Prewett et al., 2012; Regan et al., 2015). MTSS is designed to utilize assessment data to
generate appropriate interventions that become more intensive as students’ progress to higher
tiers (Albritton & Truscott, 2014; Balu et al., 2015; Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006). ESSA (2015) defined
Multi-tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) as, “A comprehensive continuum of evidence-based,
systemic practices to support a rapid response to students’ needs with regular observation to
facilitate data-based instructional decision-making” (section 8002).
Figure 1
MTSS Model

Tier
3
5%
Tier 2
15%

Tier 1 80%
Note. This figure identifies each tier in the MTSS framework.
Tier 1 involves high-quality core instruction, systematic screening, and monitoring of
academic progress for all students (Fuchs et al., 2012). Research indicates that 80% of students
should be successful at this level of instruction (Mellard et al., 2010; Nelson et al., 2015). Tier 2
provides additional support for students that are not meeting academic benchmarks in Tier 1 and
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are at some risk for academic failure based on screening data. This level of support often
involves small group interventions and typically the number of students receiving intervention at
this level should not exceed 15% (Mellard et al., 2010; Nelson et al., 2015). Tier 3 utilizes
individualized, intensive instruction for students who are not progressing at the lower tiers, and
researchers recommend that only 5% of the student population should require services at this
level (Mellard et al., 2010; Nelson et al., 2015). MTSS is viewed as a significant advancement in
education because the components of the framework provide a supportive context for integrating
evidence-based academic practices as a method towards improving the outcomes of all students,
including students that do not fully benefit from typical instruction (Nelson et al., 2015).
Implementation of Multi-tiered Systems of Support
Schools have implemented the Multi-tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) framework in
hopes of increasing student reading proficiency (Hill et al., 2012; Printy & Williams, 2015).
Implementation of the MTSS framework across the country has produced numerous
implementation iterations and is not occurring with fidelity across districts and states (Arden et
al., 2017; Balu et al., 2015). Researchers have noted there is a gap between research and practice,
which hinders MTSS implementation fidelity (Hill et al., 2012).
The strong momentum of MTSS implementation at the elementary level is attributed to
instructional merit that involves inclusion of early interventions, tiered instruction, universal
screening, and progress monitoring (Foorman & Al Otaiba, 2009; Fuchs & Fuchs, 2017; Pyle &
Vaughn, 2012). Elementary MTSS is preventative in nature and involves early identification of
students that demonstrate difficulty in reaching grade level benchmarks. The MTSS framework
resulting in increased academic proficiency has been well documented at the elementary level
(King et al., 2012), but research studies have not produced similar gains at the secondary level
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(King et al., 2012; Vaughn et al., 2010). Recent data from the 2011 United States Department of
Education, Institute of Education Sciences (IES), indicates that 45% of middle schools and 29%
of high schools nationally are implementing MTSS at the school level (Schiller et al., 2020).
Fuchs et al. (2010) attributed the reduced effectiveness at the secondary level to the complexity
of scheduling problems encountered when working with older students. Secondary schools are
beginning to incorporate MTSS, but research that clarifies concepts and features of MTSS that
are successful at the secondary level has taken a back seat to elementary research (Lesh et al.,
2021). The scarcity of research has forced secondary systems to transform the elementary model
while adapting components that fit into the secondary education system and move forward with
the implementation of the MTSS framework without the guidance of evidence-based research
(Lesh et al., 2021; Pyle & Vaughn, 2012; Sansosti et al., 2010).
Statement of the Problem
Multi-tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) is a prevention framework designed to utilize
assessment data to generate appropriate interventions in a tiered system of support (Balu et al.,
2015; Morrow & Gambrell, 2011) and studies have determined that effective implementation of
all tiers leads to an increase in student reading skills (Al Otaiba et al., 2014; Vaughn & Fletcher,
2012; Morrison et al., 2020). MTSS, at the elementary level, places emphasis on prevention and
increased intensity of instruction when students make less than adequate progress (Fuchs &
Fuchs, 2006; Fuchs & Fuchs, 2016). Whereas MTSS at the secondary level, has a focus on
remediation of reading performance while ensuring all students are able to meet rigorous
graduation standards (Fisher & Frey, 2011). The Minnesota Department of Education (MDE)
identified MTSS as, a “Systemic, continuous improvement framework for ensuring positive
social, emotional, behavioral, developmental, and academic outcomes for every student” (MDE,
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n.d., p. 1). Regardless of student age, implementation of the MTSS framework is known to be
best practice for differentiation of instruction (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006; 2016; King et al., 2012).
MTSS is implemented in varied ways because its procedures were underspecified and
vaguely conceptualized by IDEA (Fuchs et al., 2012; Lesh et al., 2021). Research indicates that
teachers lack a firm understanding of the MTSS process and necessary components (Erickson et
al., 2012; Mundschenk & Fuchs, 2016). Many schools are at the rudimentary level of
implementation due to not including all the necessary components of full MTSS implementation
(Arden et al., 2017; Charlton et al., 2020; Morrison et al., 2020). Limited implementation is
compounded by a continual germination phase as systems attempt to modify it to meet their
specific needs (King et al., 2012). This shortfall of implementation is even more apparent at the
secondary level where limited empirical evidence is available (Lesh et al., 2021; Sanger et al.,
2012).
To guide schools, the Minnesota Department of Education (MDE, 2017) synthesized
items from four different tools, created categories, and identified critical components that are
imperative to understanding and implementing the MTSS process (V. Weinberg, personal
communication, January 31, 2022). The components were identified as:
•

Leadership & Organizational structures

•

Curriculum & Instruction

•

Assessment

•

Collaboration Among Staff

Implementation fidelity or integrity is the degree to which a program is delivered as
intended (Sanetti & Collier-Meek, 2015). Implementation science indicates that fidelity matters
(Fullan, 2001; Sanetti & Luh, 2019; Sansosti & Noltemeyer, 2008) and is imperative to
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improved student outcomes (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2016). Noltemeyer et al. (2014) suggested that
MTSS has great promise, but implementation integrity to the important components of MTSS is
often lacking. Thus, student improvements are not always evident (Arden et al., 2017).
Implementation integrity remains a barrier within the change initiative of MTSS implementation
(Fuchs & Fuchs, 2017; Sanetti & Luh, 2019; Thomas et al., 2020).
Implementation of MTSS continues to be challenging and raise concerns, partially due to
a proliferation of framework models that are not implementing critical components with fidelity,
along with contextual variations that might hinder the implementation process (Morrison et al.,
2020). Further research is needed to address the skill-set and organizational support imperative to
the implementation of the necessary components with consistency and fidelity (Arden et al.,
2017; Castillo et al., 2015). Educational systems often report frustration with the implementation
of the complex MTSS framework, but researchers state that the framework should undergo
comprehensive and fair evaluation prior to being dismissed by educational agencies (Fuchs &
Fuchs, 2017; Vaughn & Fletcher, 2012).
Researchers have investigated implementation supports that can increase integrity and
sustainability. Regan et al. (2015) noted the importance of educators’ perceptions of MTSS and
claimed educational initiatives often do not consider the feelings and opinions of all
stakeholders. Researchers have also documented the importance of implementation fidelity,
professional learning around capacity development, and sustainability of practices within an
MTSS framework (Morrison et al., 2020; Sugai et al., 2016). There has been limited evaluation
of the impact of the implementation process and it will need to be analyzed as schools move
toward MTSS implementation (Morrison et al., 2020).
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There is a limited amount of research identifying how to design and implement MTSS at
the secondary level (Castillo et al., 2015; Ciullo et al, 2016; Fuchs et al., 2010; Pyle & Vaughn,
2012; Thomas et al., 2020). The dearth of research has driven secondary schools towards
adopting elementary-based frameworks (Lesh et al., 2021; Prewett et al., 2012). There are
concerns that are unique to the secondary setting, such as scheduling, effective implementation
of tiered interventions, and logistical challenges that need to be addressed through research
(Prewett et al. 2012; Scott et al., 2019).
Purpose of the Study
The need for effective models of differentiation and interventions at the secondary level
is apparent (King et al., 2012). Multi-tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) inherently meets this
need and has been brought to the forefront of educational systems change as a process to
improve student academic gains and close learning opportunity gaps (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2017). The
key to understanding MTSS implementation at the secondary level is to assess implementation
fidelity by analyzing gaps between identified MTSS critical components and implementation of
the components (Morrison et al., 2020). The purpose of this study was to examine data regarding
the implementation of critical components of the MTSS framework in Minnesota public
secondary schools, defined as middle and high schools that services any combination of Grades
6-12, to more clearly articulate the status of implementation of critical components of MTSS, as
well as identifying other implementation challenges in need of systemic support and professional
development.
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Research Questions
This study sought to answer the broad research question: What is the status of the
implementation of the critical components of Multi-tiered Systems of Support in secondary
schools in Minnesota? The following sub questions inform the findings:
RQ1: What critical components of Multi-tiered Systems of Support do secondary school
educators report to be most fully implemented?
RQ1 (a) What components of Leadership & Organizational Structures do secondary
school educators report to be most fully implemented?
RQ1 (b) What components of Curriculum and Instruction do secondary school educators
report to be most fully implemented?
RQ1 (c) What components of Assessment do secondary school educators report to be
most fully implemented?
RQ1 (d) What components of Collaboration do secondary school educators report to be
most fully implemented?
RQ2: What critical components of Multi-tiered Systems of Support do secondary school
educators report to be partially implementing or installing?
RQ2 (a) What components of Leadership & Organizational Structures do secondary
school educators report to be partially implementing or installing?
RQ2 (b) What components of Curriculum and Instruction do secondary school educators
report to be partially implementing or installing?
RQ2 (c) What components of Assessment do secondary school educators report to be
partially implementing or installing?
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RQ2 (d) What components of Collaboration do secondary school educators report to be
partially implementing or installing?
RQ3: What critical components of Multi-tiered Systems of Support do secondary school
educators report to be exploring or not in place?
RQ3 (a) What components of Leadership & Organizational Structures do secondary
school educators report to be exploring or not in place?
RQ3 (b) What components of Curriculum and Instruction do secondary school educators
report to be exploring or not in place?
RQ3 (c) What components of Assessment do secondary school educators report to be
exploring or not in place?
RQ3 (d) What components of Collaboration do secondary school educators report to be
exploring or not in place?
RQ4: What challenges do secondary educators encounter during implementation of the critical
components of Multi-tiered Systems of Support?
Significance of the Study
Multi-tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) has the potential to be a valuable framework to
elicit academic success at the secondary level (Prewett et al., 2012; Morrison et al., 2020). An
increasing number of secondary schools are implementing MTSS in an attempt to close
academic achievement gaps (King et al., 2012). The MTSS implementation shift from
elementary settings to secondary settings highlights a need for researchers to study aspects of
MTSS implementation that best meets older student academic needs while supporting an
instructional focus on content areas and the curricular needs of each content area (Vaughn &
Fletcher, 2012).
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Understanding of MTSS implementation and conditions that support successful
implementation, such as development of necessary skills within educators, will lead to higher
levels of implementation and potentially improved student outcomes (Arden et al., 2017;
Kozleski & Huber, 2010). Research at the secondary level is lacking and should be continued
because a proactive tiered framework of support may help prevent academic failure (Sansosti et
al., 2010).
There is limited research, guidance, and empirical data focused on MTSS framework
models specific to the needs of secondary students (Ciullo et al., 2016; Prewett et al., 2012;
Regan et al., 2015). Ciullo et al. (2016) reiterated support for further research into secondary
MTSS due to persistent questions regarding efficient use and delivery of the MTSS framework in
secondary levels. Further research might emphasize important differences between elementary
and secondary implementation (Fuchs et al., 2010; Vaughn & Fletcher, 2012). This deficit has
motivated secondary level administrators to request further research to guide implementation
(King et al., 2012; Sansosti & Noltemeyer, 2008).
This study may provide information that can guide stakeholders pursuing the necessary
system changes in education to better serve secondary students. The identification of MTSS
critical components that are not implemented along with MTSS implementation challenges can
elucidate barriers and inequities needing to be addressed in order to improve Minnesota’s
education system. The articulation of what is going well and what is not going well in secondary
schools as they implement MTSS may benefit secondary level school leaders as they formulate
beneficial professional learning that will support improved instructional practices. Finally,
improved instructional practices will benefit students. Study goals and MTSS goals align with
the core impetus being increased student achievement.
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Definition of Terms
The following definitions are provided to offer clarity on key terms.
•

Critical components: Elements of the Multi-tiered Systems of Support (MTSS)
framework identified by the Minnesota Department of Education (2017) as leadership
and organizational structure, curriculum and instruction, assessment, and collaboration
among staff.

•

Fidelity: A classification signifying the degree to which an intervention or program is
implemented as intended (Sugai et al., 2016).

•

Implementation science: Study of how to bridge the gap between research and practice
and ensure evidence-based programming is implemented (Fixsen et al., 2013).

•

Instructional intervention: A specific program or set of steps that support gains in
academic progress for students that are below grade level benchmarks (Coyne et al.,
2018).

•

Instructional remediation: Instructional assistance is designed to provide layers of
support to students in order to guide them through the process of achieving expected
competencies in core academic skills (Vaughn & Fletcher, 2012).

•

Middle school: Any school other than a secondary school giving an approved course of
study in a minimum of two consecutive grades above fourth grade, but below tenth grade,
with building, equipment, courses of study, class schedules, enrollment, and staff meeting
the standards established by the commissioner of education (Education Code:
Definitions, 1959/2005).

•

Multi-tiered Systems of Support (MTSS): Framework to improve outcomes for all
students that organizes district-level resources to address each individual student's
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academic needs using research-based instruction and interventions that vary in intensity.
An MTSS framework includes (a) screening of all students using valid and reliable
measures, (b) tiers of instruction that vary in intensity, (c) collaborative teams that review
data, problem-solve, and organize instruction, (d) frequent progress monitoring using
valid and reliable measures to determine the impact of evidence-based interventions, and
(e) a system to ensure that instruction including interventions are evidence-based and
implemented with fidelity (Minnesota Department of Education, n.d.). Multi-tiered
Systems of Support (MTSS) is the term that has replaced the previous term Response to
Intervention (RtI). The term RtI has existed longer than MTSS and research involving RtI
prior to the use of the term MTSS is generally applicable to MTSS research. The term
MTSS will be used throughout the document in lieu of RtI to reflect the updated
terminology.
•

Progress monitoring: The process of gathering data to ascertain whether or not a student
is responding to an intervention (Regan et al., 2015).

•

Response to Intervention (RtI): School-wide prevention framework that involves datadriven decisions and tiered instructional supports (Prewett et al., 2012).

•

Primary prevention: Core instructional program, generally the tier I level, that includes
instructional practices that general educators conduct (Fuchs et al., 2010).

•

Problem solving protocol: This protocol or model involves a school-based team
analyzing data to identify students for academic or behavior interventions. This model
allows an educational system to manage and evaluate data, prioritize instructional targets
and evaluate intervention effectiveness (VanDerHeyden, n.d.).

•

Professional development: Training that provides educators with strategies that
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contribute to the learning in order to reduce the research to practice gap (Ciullo et al.,
2016).
•

Secondary prevention: Small-group instruction, generally the tier II level, for students at
risk of long-term academic difficulties based on screening assessments (Fuchs et al.,
2010).

•

Secondary school: Any school with building, equipment, courses of study, class
schedules, enrollment of pupils ordinarily in Grades 7 through 12 or any portion thereof,
and staff meeting the standards established by the commissioner of education (Education
Code: Definitions, 1959/2005).

•

Standard treatment protocol model: This model implements comprehensive interventions
that have been well researched and are then replicated. In this model the same
instructional procedures are used to enhance learning for students (VanDerHayden, n.d.).

•

Tier: The sequence in which interventions are introduced (Fuchs et al., 2010).

•

Tier I: Evidence based instruction designed to meet specific needs of all students through
differentiated instruction. Also known as universal instruction or primary prevention.
Includes culturally and linguistically responsive instruction. The first tier in a Multitiered Systems of Support (MTSS) framework that focuses on all students in a classroom
(Fuchs et al., 2010).

•

Tier II: Also known as secondary prevention, it involves small group instruction for
students that do not make adequate gains in Tier 1 based on universal screening. Includes
clear, conceptually oriented instruction that relies on evidence-based interventions that
consist of 20-40 minutes of instruction for a duration of 10-15 weeks and three to four
days per week. Relies on evidence-based interventions delivered by a trained professional
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and includes progress monitoring to assess intervention effectiveness also referred to as
secondary prevention (Fuchs et al., 2010).
•

Tier III: Also known as tertiary prevention. Most intensive level of intervention that
involves individualized interventions. Frequent progress monitoring is utilized to
quantify intervention effectiveness and depict the rate of academic improvement.
Includes frequent problem solving to modify instruction and design effective instruction
(Fuchs et al., 2010).

•

Tired system of support: Sequentially increasing the intensity of instructional
interventions (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006).

•

Tertiary prevention: Most intensive intervention in the MTSS model, (Fuchs et al., 2010).

•

Universal screening: Systematically assessing students’ academic and/or behavioral
performance to identify students that are at risk for learning and/or behavioral concerns
(Regan et al., 2015).

Organization of the Remainder of the Study
Chapter 2 reviews literature relevant to this study, including literature related to
elementary and secondary school MTSS implementation. Chapter 3 describes the research
procedures and methodologies. Chapter 4 discusses findings from the study. Chapter 5 shares
potential implications of the study findings and concludes with suggestions for additional
research.
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Chapter 2: Review of the Literature
To best understand tiered system of supports in the educational setting, this chapter
begins with a review of current research on the background of Multi-tiered Systems of Support
(MTSS). Research regarding implementation in various educational settings is included because
the history of MTSS is fundamental to understanding how current educational systems are
attempting to implement a tiered framework.
Following MTSS background and implementation at both elementary and secondary
levels, critical MTSS components outlined by the Minnesota Department of Education (MDE)
are discussed. Finally, this chapter concludes with identified implementation barriers along with
research on organizational change theory due to the strong connection between successful
implementation of tiered systems of support and change theory.
Background of Multi-tiered Systems of Support
Educational systems in the United States continuously evolve to strengthen academic
outcomes for students and modify instructional practices to align with scientifically based
educational research (Sanetti & Luh, 2019). The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB,
2002) was adopted as a reform initiative to increase accountability for schools, and it required
standardized assessments to measure student performance. Further educational reform occurred
in 2004 with the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEA). The Multitiered Systems of Support (MTSS) framework was introduced within the 2004 reauthorization of
IDEA as an alternate to the IQ-achievement discrepancy method used to identify students with
learning disabilities (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006).
The MTSS approach has the ultimate goal of raising achievement levels for all students,
and the framework has educational benefits associated with improved performance of at-risk
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students’ academic progress (Albritton & Truscott, 2014; Hill et al., 2012; Morrison et al., 2020),
along with support for behavioral and emotional needs (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2016; Fuchs et al.,
2012). The framework is believed to have strong potential to reform education (Fuchs & Fuchs,
2006, 2016) because it has a structure that can be implemented to strengthen the intensity and
effectiveness of instruction for at-risk students (Solis et al., 2014). Hall and Mahoney (2013)
asserted that MTSS combines educational accountability practices to meet the needs of students
and ensure all students are making appropriate educational gains. Academic discussions around
MTSS identified the model as a promising alternative because of its focus on increasingly
intensive instruction based on student need that includes progress monitoring data to measure
student response (Arden et al., 2017; Lane et al., 2021). MTSS involves an integrated system that
incorporates a tiered structure that provides high-quality, scientifically based instruction and
interventions that are matched to student’s academic, social-emotional, and behavioral needs
(Erickson et al., 2012; Freeman et al., 2015; King et al., 2012; Regan et al., 2015).
Procedural Models and Components of a Tiered Framework
Multi-tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) is a framework that includes universal
screening, progress-monitoring data utilized during the problem-solving process, and appropriate
interventions for students that do not meet academic benchmarks (Castro-Villarreal et al., 2014;
Regan et al., 2015; Swindlehurst et al., 2015). MTSS incorporates a protocol of assessment data
and academic interventions that are intended to prevent academic failure and indicate potential
learning disabilities (Baker et al., 2010). Fuchs et al. (2012) stated that one of the greatest
changes brought by MTSS implementation is the wide use of routine screening to identify
students that fall in the at-risk category.

29
Standard treatment protocol and problem-solving protocol are two common MTSS
approaches that form the researched basis for academic support (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006; Lesh et
al., 2021). Standard treatment protocol utilizes preselected research-based interventions. The
interventions or instructional procedures are the same for all students and the duration of
intervention is fixed (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006). The problem-solving protocol involves a team
approach to determine what interventions would best meet student needs. The team uses data to
define an educational problem, design and implement appropriate interventions, analyze data to
evaluate the intervention impact, and make changes as needed (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006; Solis et al.,
2014).
There is not a single model of MTSS in a school setting, but research has identified key
components of a tiered framework: (a) universal screening and monitoring of academic progress
in Tier 1; (b) Tier 2 small group intervention for at risk students that are not making adequate
progress in Tier 1; (c) assessment to monitor instructional responsiveness at each tier; (d) Tier 3
intensive intervention for students not making academic gains in Tier 2 (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2016,
2017; Maier et al., 2016; Mellard et al., 2010). Figure 2 depicts the tiered components of MTSS.
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Figure 2
MTSS Tier Components

Note. This figure identifies elements of each tier in the MTSS framework.
Researchers provided an explanation of core components at each tier in the MTSS
framework. Tier 1 is primary prevention or high-quality classroom core instruction. At this tier,
schools are tasked with providing access to effective, high-quality, differentiated instruction in
the general education setting (Mellard et al., 2010; Morrison et al. 2020; Regan et al., 2015).
Ideally, 80 % of students meet educational benchmarks with Tier 1 instruction (Reed et al.,
2012).
Focusing on core instruction is an important aspect of MTSS. Fuchs and Fuchs (2006)
explained that when a high percentage of students are not proficient, the focus must remain at
Tier 1 remediation or re-teaching to improve classroom instruction. The need for strong core
instruction has been documented by research that reported when MTSS included a foundation of
effective Tier 1 support, students increased their reading skills and overall academic achievement
(Al Otaiba et al., 2014; Swindlehurst et al., 2015). Hill et al., (2012) examined the fidelity of
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implementation of Tier 1 instruction and explained the importance of data collection in Tier 1 to
facilitate data-driven decision making to reveal the necessity for Tier 2 interventions. When
students do not meet screening benchmarks, a tiered system of support indicates the need to
begin problem solving and potentially adding Tier 2 support (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006).
Tier 2, or secondary prevention, provides targeted interventions for small groups of
students that are identified as at risk based on screening data. Approximately 10%-15% of
students may require additional Tier 2 support in addition to Tier 1 core instruction (Reed et al.,
2012). Cowan and Maxwell (2015) stated that the goal of Tier 2 support is to increase student
performance in the Tier 1 setting. Dougherty-Stahl et al. (2012) conducted a mixed methods
study exploring MTSS implementation at urban elementary schools and documented that
students demonstrated statistically significant academic gains when provided with Tier 2
instruction. The study noted the conceptualizations of the MTSS components along with
systemic collaboration and coordination of school-wide resources contributed to the overall
effectiveness.
Tier 3 is also called tertiary prevention and it provides the most intensive and complex
level of intervention and may involve individualized instruction (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2017). About
5% of students may require complex individualized support at this tier (Reed et al., 2012). Fuchs
and Fuchs (2006, 2017) stated that MTSS components create a comprehensive framework that
has a focus on service delivery of instruction based on student need because the nature of
academic intervention changes at each tier and becomes more intense, complex, and multidimensional.
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MTSS Implementation at the Elementary Level
Multi-tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) is often associated with elementary grades
because a vast majority of research has been conducted at the elementary level. The No Child
Left Behind Act (NCLB, 2002) provided a large amount of national funding for MTSS at the
elementary level, which allowed underperforming schools the ability to implement the MTSS
framework (Vaughn & Fletcher, 2012). Another key to the successful implementation of MTSS
at the elementary level was the extensive amount of evidence-based intervention approaches
available that encouraged the inclusion of data-based decision-making, which is the basis for
instructional guidance within an MTSS framework (Arden et al., 2017).
At the elementary level, MTSS can prevent undesirable consequences of school failure,
and students benefit when schools reduce the need for intensive levels of intervention by offering
effective Tier 1 core instruction (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2016). Elementary MTSS has a strong focus on
prevention of academic deficits that involves re-teaching as a method to remediate students
within Tier 1 instruction (Vaughn & Fletcher, 2012). Hall and Mahoney (2013) expanded on this
with the assertion that the MTSS framework at the elementary level encourages general
education teachers to utilize universal screening data to design and implement a system of
support for students below assessment benchmarks.
A major challenge of screening at the early elementary level is that many students score
at the lower levels which may create a false positive that identifies students for Tier 2
interventions when they might develop adequately without secondary prevention (Fuchs et al.,
2010). Elementary students enter the educational setting with a wide variety of academic
knowledge and background experiences (Fuchs et al., 2010) and schools must allocate resources
to equitably support all students.
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Researchers have documented the academic impact of MTSS at the elementary level
(Fuchs & Fuchs, 2016, 2017). Harn et al. (2015) analyzed the impact of reading interventions
within an MTSS framework for early elementary students identified as at-risk for reading, based
on screening assessments. Information from this study illustrated the positive impact of MTSS
implementation over time with repeated data that indicated positive academic growth and the
potential of preventing some students from moving into special education. Al Otaiba et al.,
(2014) investigated the effect of immediately placing students that scored below reading
benchmarks into Tier 2 or 3 interventions along with the continuation of quality Tier 1
instruction. Data from the study revealed that immediate placement in higher level tiers led to
stronger reading outcomes and that a foundation of effective Tier 1 instruction along with Tier 2
or 3 interventions has the potential to improve reading outcomes for students.
Not all research has found MTSS implementation at the elementary level to positively
impact student academic gains. Balu et al. (2015) conducted a national evaluation that
interpreted the implementation of data-driven instruction and reading interventions at the
elementary level. They identified a potentially negative impact for students who received
intervention due to the variability of MTSS implementation and stated that a lack of clarity and
consistency with implementation may lead to limited academic growth. Fuchs and Fuchs (2017)
responded with a critique that identified the important components of MTSS and maintained that
effective MTSS implementation expands educational system capacity through support for
students with serious and chronic learning issues. Morrison et al. (2020) added to this critique by
asserting that Balu et al. (2015) did not adequately distinguish students that received intervention
and the research did not include valid measures of implementation fidelity. Since the inception of
MTSS, elementary schools have increasingly committed to incorporating tiered systems as they
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determine the best approach to full implementation of MTSS as a foundation to provide equitable
educational opportunities for all students (Berkeley et al, 2020; Clark & Dockweiler, 2019).
MTSS Implementation at the Secondary Level
A majority of Multi-tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) research has focused on
implementation and structures at the elementary level (Regan et al., 2015; Thomas et al., 2020).
Research at the secondary level is imperative because literature indicates concerns with the
implementation of MTSS at the secondary level when structures and systems are based on
elementary level implementation (Bronzo, 2009; Fuchs et al., 2010: Lesh et al., 2021).
Elementary MTSS is viewed as a prevention system while secondary MTSS often shifts towards
Tier 1 remediation or re-teaching of essential concepts (Fuchs et al., 2010; Pyle & Vaughn, 2012;
Vaughn & Fletcher, 2012). Researchers have not found empirical evidence to support the
elementary MTSS model’s assumptions about remediation for secondary students, and reports
indicate the percentage of students at each tier would likely be different from an elementary level
framework (Vaughn & Fletcher, 2012). Critical MTSS elements common in elementary models
may require modification for secondary implementation (Solis et al., 2014).
An important aspect of MTSS is core or Tier 1 instruction, which is more complicated at
the secondary level due to challenges in reading across content areas (Fuchs et al., 2010; Vaughn
& Fletcher, 2012). Literature suggests implementation of MTSS at the secondary level must
create a sense of urgency to enhance resources and incorporate rigorous instruction in content
area reading (Ciullo et al., 2016; Scott et al., 2019). Secondary schools need to incorporate
strategies that involve effective instruction in academic areas, while utilizing vocabulary and
comprehension instruction as a means to strengthen student reading progress and other academic
gains (Fuchs et al., 2010; Vaughn & Fletcher, 2012).
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Research has recognized the importance of continued reading interventions for students
with reading difficulties at the secondary level (Ciullo et al., 2016; Solis et al., 2014).
Intervening with students that demonstrate reading difficulties in the secondary grades is
imperative, and it is not too late to provide extensive, long-term reading interventions. Studies
have highlighted data indicating that older students who continue to demonstrate reading
difficulties may require intensive interventions and that MTSS at the secondary level is
important because those years might be the last opportunity for students to benefit from remedial
reading support (Ciullo et al., 2016). Secondary student placement in interventions should focus
on an analysis of past and current academic performance with immediate placement in the most
intense intervention available, while continually interpreting data to determine the movement to
less intense interventions when adequate progress is indicated (Fuchs et al., 2010; Vaughn &
Fletcher, 2012). Secondary students should not need to pass through multiple interventions as a
pathway towards more intensive intervention (Vaughn & Fletcher, 2012). Researcher’s rationale
for the immediate placement in intense interventions was that older students were likely exposed
to research-based interventions in earlier grades, and those interventions did not adequately
accelerate learning (Pyle & Vaughn, 2012; Vaughn & Fletcher, 2012; Shinn et al., 2015).
MTSS has the potential to be a practical (Pyle & Vaughn, 2012), and effective schoolwide framework for ensuring academic success for secondary students (Prewett et al., 2012).
Pyle and Vaughn (2012) noted that secondary students with significant reading difficulties that
did not receive interventions exhibited substantial declines in their reading performance, while
students that received reading interventions maintained reading achievement and did not
experience the same decline. Studies depicted that secondary instruction within an MTSS
framework aligns with researched best practices and has illustrated positive aspects of tiered
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support such as educators checking for understanding and providing quality feedback while
providing academic interventions (Ciullo et al., 2016). MTSS was initiated to promote academic
growth for students that would benefit from accelerated learning, and research has indicated that
secondary schools that implement MTSS with fidelity, report a statistically significant number of
students who performed at proficient or above on academic measures (Scott et al., 2019).
Research evaluating the educational outcomes of older students that participated in
academic interventions has produced conflicting results. Vaughn et al. (2010) reported that
academic gains were small. Analysis did not indicate a statistically significant difference in
academic gain for students who received small group (five students) interventions versus
students who were taught in larger groups (10-14 students). The researchers clarified further
study involving secondary students and MTSS could reveal what academic outcomes are
reasonable.
A portion of research involving secondary implementation of MTSS has focused on
analyzing the perceived importance and actual availability of MTSS components. Sansosti et al.
(2010) suggested that MTSS contributed to the prevention of academic deficits and improved
academic outcomes. They documented statistically greater levels of perceived importance of
MTSS components compared to actual availability of components. Further understanding of
necessary MTSS components at the secondary level will require research, funding, and ongoing
legislative support (Charlton et al., 2020).
Components of Multi-tiered Systems of Support
MTSS includes many key components, and without careful attention to the
implementation of critical components, the likelihood of realizing improved student outcomes
may be less apparent (Arden et al., 2017). To facilitate flexibility in implementation within local
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education agencies, MTSS procedures were purposely left vague under IDEA (Fuchs et al.,
2012). State departments of education have authoritative responsibility to inform and guide
schools on policies and practices for tiered systems and they have an integral role in identifying
necessary components to guide schools through MTSS implementation (Berkeley et al., 2020).
The Minnesota Department of Education (2017) identified the following components as critical
to understanding and implementing the MTSS process:
•

Leadership & Organizational structures

•

Curriculum & Instruction

•

Assessment

•

Collaboration Among Staff

Leadership and Organizational Structure
Successful MTSS implementation requires leadership. Marzano and Waters (2005)
highlighted the importance of school leadership and pointed out that school leadership has a
statistically significant impact of student achievement. Student achievement is the underlying
goal of MTSS, and educational leaders have the ability to impact full implementation of MTSS
components and structures (Lesh et al., 2021; Sansosti et al., 2011). Structural and system
changes are necessary to MTSS implementation because inflexible schedules and limited time
for interventions due to curricular and instructional demands were noted to impede sustainable
implementation (Sansosti et al., 2011; Thomas et al., 2020). Leaders influence change through an
internal lens that might utilize economic, cultural, social, and symbolic thought processes while
generalizing experiences from implementation of other initiatives (Kozleski & Huber, 2010;
Charlton et al., 2020).
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Dulaney’s (2012) qualitative cases-study used constant comparative methodology in an
attempt to help secondary administrators understand how leaders can sustain systematic school
improvement through MTSS implementation. Dulaney recognized that when school leaders take
time to build consensus concerning the implementation of MTSS, stakeholders were better
prepared for systemic improvement. This study detailed that school leaders must identify
resources to build and sustain infrastructure, because they would need the combined efforts of
staff members to fully implement MTSS as an initiative aligning with the school vision instead
of as an administrative mandate. Leaders can contribute to MTSS implementation by clearly
articulating the vision and mission of MTSS and creating a system for communication feedback
(Freeman et al., 2015).
Shared, cross-disciplinary leadership is integral to MTSS implementation to collectively
create a coherent system of school improvement with problem solving occurring across all levels
(Charlton et al., 2020; Dulaney, 2012; Kressler & Cavendish, 2020). Processes and procedures
involved with MTSS implementation at the secondary level are innovative because much of the
research is based on elementary settings. Innovation requires a leadership culture that maintains a
focus on shared leadership and not individuals (Mundschenk & Fuchs, 2016). Leaders must
acknowledge the challenge of MTSS implementation and celebrate continued implementation.
Successful implementation hinges on continual school leadership support (Sansosti et al., 2010)
because educational change efforts can be derailed if school leaders are not knowledgeable and
supportive of the change (Fullan, 2007).
Curriculum and Instruction
Multi-tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) is a framework designed to ensure high-quality
instruction and student academic gain. Reading instruction at the secondary level shifts from
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acquisition of skills to solidifying proficient literacy performance. The Ciullo et al. (2016)
systematic observational study recommended an instructional shift that provides a focus on
increased generalizable skills to move students in the direction of applying reading skills across
core subject areas. Secondary literacy instruction within an MTSS framework must enhance
skills within core instruction that support older students’ proficient reading (Pyle & Vaughn,
2012). A focus on building vocabulary, improving background knowledge, monitoring fluency,
and improving comprehension strategies while motivating adolescent students to participate in
academic systems is fundamental to secondary MTSS (Solis et al., 2014; Pyle & Vaughn, 2012;
Vaughn & Fletcher, 2012). Dulaney (2012) concluded that instructional practices evolved over
time as MTSS was implemented, and differentiation was based on the premise that content and
instruction should be adapted to student needs with the addition of systematic interventions.
Secondary MTSS implementation has the promise of building teacher capacity and
increasing the use of research based instructional strategies that ensure all students achieve
academic success (Ciullo et al., 2016). This instruction requires innovation to address the
academic needs of adolescent that arrive at the secondary setting with serious, accumulated
deficits that may include a range of subcomponent reading acquisition skills (Fuchs et al., 2010).
Intervening with striving readers is often considered an elementary teacher task, thus
limited professional development in reading acquisition skills impedes secondary teachers
understanding of how to instruct striving readers in their classrooms at the Tier 1 level (Vaughn
& Fletcher, 2012). Research supports ongoing professional development with coaching for
content areas teachers along with a school-wide Tier 1 focus on vocabulary and comprehension
instruction (Vaughn & Fletcher, 2012). MTSS at the secondary level must address the demands
of curriculum along with wide ranges of student ability (Pyle & Vaughn, 2012; Thomas et al.,
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2020). Professional development training with a focus on evidence-based literacy in content
areas along with overall professional development around MTSS components is vital to
successful and sustainable implementation of a tiered framework (Charlton et al., 2020).
Assessment
Assessment within Multi-tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) is a process of
systematically screening and assessing student performance in order to collect data for decisionmaking (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006, 2016). Universal screening generally consists of a reliable, brief
assessment, of all students that is predictive of future academic outcomes (Prewett et al., 2012).
The analysis of universal screening assessment data enables schools to place students in
interventions that match instructional needs (Fuchs et al., 2010) and inform instructional
planning (Charlton et al., 2020). Appropriate placement in tiered interventions is critical to
sustained MTSS implementation (Dulaney, 2012; Mundshenk & Fuchs, 2016). Progress
monitoring assessments measure responsiveness of students who are receiving tiered
interventions (Prewett et al., 2012). During MTSS implementation, some secondary schools
struggle with systemic assessment processes and would benefit from a model of how to
effectively utilize relevant data for decision-making in an attempt to positively impact student
achievement (Charlton et al., 2020; Vaughn & Fletcher, 2012).
One goal of the MTSS framework is to minimize assessment time and maximize
instructional opportunities (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006, 2016). Secondary students frequently have
existing assessment data that can be used for placement in interventions (Vaughn & Fletcher,
2012). Older students often maintain academic performance for extended periods of time with
reading growth typically plateauing, so it possible to monitor progress less frequently (Pyle &
Vaughn, 2012; Solis et al., 2014). Systematic assessment practices provide a foundation for
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performance feedback and are necessary for effective systemic MTSS implementation, and
school reform (Vaughn & Fletcher, 2012).
Collaboration Among Staff
Multi-tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) is an intentional framework that focuses on both
student and educator growth. Effective implementation requires capacity building in the form of
ongoing collaborative practices that support knowledge sharing, openness to innovation, and
critical analysis of instructional outcomes in an attempt to build consensus (Crone et al., 2016;
Dulaney, 2012; Mundschenk & Fuchs, 2016). Access to staff with MTSS implementation
knowledge is an important aspect of collaboration that guides a school towards consensus and
operationalized implementation (Charlton et al., 2020). Collaboration during implementation
also has the ability to strengthen school-wide instructional practices as a motivating purpose is
cultivated (Dulaney, 2012). Dougherty-Stahl et al. (2012) suggested that each tier influences the
other in a dynamic relationship and that MTSS requires scheduling and system organization to
provide opportunities for collaboration.
Researchers suggest collaboration and consensus building needs to be fostered and
taught, and that teachers who viewed collaboration among teams as important tend to be
confident in their ability to identify students that would benefit from intervention (Wilcox et al.,
2013). Collaboration is important within the MTSS framework because it provides educators an
opportunity to reflect on instruction and analyze data (Charlton et al., 2020; Crone et al., 2016).
Barriers to Multi-tiered Systems of Support Implementation
Initial years of Multi-tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) implementation at the secondary
level can be challenging because the elements of tiered interventions, data collection, and
collaborative problem solving are often a considerable pedagogical shift for schools (Sansosti et
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al., 2010; Sansosti et al., 2011; Regan et al., 2015). In addition to necessary pedagogical changes,
full sustainable implementation of the complex MTSS framework has the potential to be an
unsurmountable learning curve for teachers due to an overload of instructional expectations,
procedural knowledge, and competing priorities (Charlton et al., 2020; Fuchs & Fuchs, 2017;
Kozleski & Huber, 2010; Regan et al., 2015; Sansosti & Noltemeyer, 2008). The lack of
literature informing MTSS at the secondary level exasperates challenges and barriers because
educators do not fully conceptualize the need for MTSS and do not feel that it is geared towards
secondary settings (Sanger et al., 2012).
Limited instructional guidance is one identified barrier that can be mitigated with clearly
established cross-content connections and communication that prioritize a culture that supports
instruction around literacy skills, vocabulary, and comprehension (King et al., 2012; Vaughn &
Fletcher, 2012). Kressler & Cavendish (2020) added to this body of research when they
highlighted the need for a fundamental shift in teacher understanding of instructional practices
and the resulting effects on students, especially those at risk for academic failure.
Ongoing professional learning plays a critical role in MTSS implementation (Castillo et
al., 2018), and the lack of training has been reported as an implementation barrier (CastroVillarreal et al., 2014). Inadequate training results in educators who struggle with a misinformed
belief that MTSS has a deficit view of student ability and does not allow for an educational
experience that encompasses the needs of the whole child (Dulaney, 2012).
District and school leaders must reduce system barriers. Inadequate professional
development and insufficient support from leadership magnifies implementation barriers,
creating a feeling of top down accountability and limiting stakeholders’ ability to fully engage
with the core components of MTSS (Charlton, 2020; Kressler & Cavendish, 2020). The lack of
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efficacy around necessary components of MTSS has been documented as a potential reason for
the discrepancy between understanding the importance of implementation and actual
implementation of MTSS components (Sansosti et al., 2010). Additional barriers are the lack of
system changes that allow for necessary schedule revisions that increase time for planning,
gathering and analyzing data, and implementing interventions (Dulaney, 2012; Castro-Villarreal
et al., 2014; Sansosti et al., 2010).
Understanding barriers to MTSS implementation can help increase the systematic change
necessary for sustainable implementation (Cavendish et al., 2016; Sansosti et al., 2011).
Sustaining an integrated tiered support framework requires a unified effort to remove barriers
and move towards purposeful and unified decisions regarding implementation of MTSS
(Charlton et al., 2020).
Organizational Change Theory
Discernment of systems change is an integral part of any educational reform initiative.
Fully integrated Multi-tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) will require collaborative problem
analysis along with evaluation of instructional practices during the change process (Grapin et al.,
2019). MTSS implementation creates the need for systematic, organizational change, which
involves engaging teachers and administrators in new behaviors while creating a process that
encourages stakeholders to assimilate (Freeman et al., 2017; Fullan, 2001).
Implementation of MTSS at the secondary level involves procedural and instructional
changes that can face push-back by educators that are not allowed to participate in a well thought
out process that outlines the need for change and nullifies the notion that MTSS is not effective
at the secondary level (Fullan, 2007; Regan et al., 2015). The Three Step Change Process
described by Fullan (2007) provides a theoretical framework to guide schools through MTSS
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implementation. Figure 3 depicts The Three Step Change Process that includes (a) initiating the
change (b) implementing the change (c) institutionalizing the change (Fullan, 2007).
Figure 3
The Three Overlapping Phases of the Change Process

Note. This figure shows the phases of the change process occurring over time.
Initiation is the first phase of the change process, but school leaders should
simultaneously plan for all three phases. The initiation phase includes an explanation and
rationale of the framework along with a timeline and a description of how the change will impact
educators and students. During this phase, it is important that all stakeholders are involved in the
creation of a vision along with explicit communication that describes the meaningful purpose of
the change (Fullan, 2007; Roy, 2013).
The second phase is implementation. Once the vision is clear, leaders shift toward a focus
on what is needed to put the framework into practice. This phase includes planning, supporting
implementation, providing feedback, and an opportunity for continuous professional learning.
Embedded professional learning during this phase helps ensure the change is implemented
according to the plan established in the first phase. Leadership involvement is essential and
active throughout all phases of implementation (Fullan, 2007; Roy, 2013).
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Institutionalizing change is the third phase, and it is often the most time-consuming.
During this phase, expectations of the process are understood while the framework is
implemented throughout the school. As the change process takes hold, participants begin to
move from novice to higher competency and proficiency levels. A support system is necessary
and will guide teachers through conceptualization while ensuring that obstacles and challenges
do not become barriers (Fullan, 2007; Roy, 2013).
MTSS is considered a promising and worthwhile systems change initiative at secondary
schools that desire to improve and enhance literacy instruction because it has the ability to meet
the academic needs of all students (Sansosti et al., 2010). Systems that desire to change must be
flexible to accommodate educators that possess a variety of prior knowledge, and the change
should focus on organizational readiness. Movement from research to practice is a complex
endeavor, requiring a systemic approach to change and incentives that promote adoption of the
new process (Swindlehurst et al., 2015).
Successful MTSS implementation requires the integration of numerous components
across time and involves relevant implementation science (Sanetti & Luh, 2019). Incorporating
implementation science with change theory can serve as a bridge between research and practice
(Duda & Wilson, 2018). Implementation science follows a formula for success that includes the
development of contexts within the educational setting that enable sustainable implementation
(Fixen et al., 2010). Figure 4 depicts the Formula for Success that includes (a) effective
interventions which is the selection of an evidence-based practice (b) effective implementation
methods which involves direct support during the implementation process (c) enabling contexts
which include policies, procedures, or practices that provide opportunities for the change to
occur (Fixen et al., 2010).

46
Figure 4
Formula for Success

Note. This figure shows the equation describing variables leading to change outcomes.
The change process includes establishing the conditions for continuous improvement in
order to overcome inevitable barriers. When educational stakeholders engage in the collective
commitment of creating a system that focuses on academic achievement for all students,
adoption of the MTSS framework enables system-wide transformation (Fullan et al., 2005;
Kozleski & Huber, 2010).

47
Chapter 3: Methodology
The need for effective models of differentiation and interventions at the secondary level is
apparent (King et al., 2012). Multi-tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) inherently meets this need
and has been brought to the forefront of educational systems change as a process to improve
student academic gains and close learning opportunity gaps (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2017). The key to
understanding MTSS implementation at the secondary level is to assess implementation fidelity
by analyzing gaps between identified MTSS critical components and implementation of the
components (Morrison et al., 2020). The purpose of this study was to examine data regarding the
implementation of critical components of the MTSS framework in Minnesota public secondary
schools, defined as middle and high schools that services any combination of Grades 6-12, to
more clearly articulate the status of implementation of critical components of MTSS, as well as
identifying other implementation challenges in need of systemic support and professional
development.
Application of Theoretical Framework
Roberts (2010) described the theoretical framework as a lens for explaining the main
concepts studied in research including related concepts, assumptions, generalizations, and
phenomena. Organizational change theory framed this study and provided a lens for deductive
qualitative analysis and served as the conduit between findings and practice. The basis of
organizational change theory is that change involves a systematic sequence of organizational
processes that occur over time (Fullan, 2007). When schools transition from historically
traditional practices to Multi-tiered Systems of Support (MTSS), a second-order change is
encountered. Implementation of MTSS critical components requires systems change.
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Research Design
This research study incorporated a non-experimental, convergent parallel, mixed method
research design, using secondary data analysis (Creswell, 2014; Graff, 2017). The convergentparallel approach involves the simultaneous collection of qualitative and quantitative data,
followed by the combination and comparisons of these multiple data sources (Edmonds &
Kennedy, 2017). Quantitative research is a statistical method that provides closed-ended
numerical data and it causes the researcher to miss natural human emotional factors on which the
researcher bases the findings (Creswell, 2014). Qualitative data is open-ended and allows the
research to improve the quality of practice (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Researchers have noted
that qualitative approaches are useful when examining a complex phenomenon that requires a
description of systemic contexts (Natasi & Schensul, 2005) and the inclusion of qualitative
analysis may be optimal to capture implementation challenges. Mixed method allows the
researcher to integrate quantitative and qualitative data, generate a sample that is representative
and significant, and draw interpretations based on both sets of data (Creswell, 2014; Graff,
2017). Another aspect of mixed method is that it’s viewed as complementary in that it allows for
greater breadth and depth because it utilizes both quantitative and qualitative methods to
examine different facets of phenomenon to highlight deeper understanding and insights of the
data (Graff, 2017; Roberts, 2010).
This study’s mixed method design was rooted in survey research. The survey was
composed of four quantitative sections including a demographic section and sections formatted
with a Likert scale rating the current status of MTSS implementation. One qualitative question
asked participants what challenges (if any) they encountered during implementation of the MTSS
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components. Mixed method was chosen for this research because according to Creswell (2014),
“It provides a sophisticated, complex approach to research that appeals to those on the forefront
of new research procedures … and it’s ideal when the researcher has access to both quantitative
and qualitative data” (p. 218). Connecting the quantitative survey data with the qualitative openended question data provided an in-depth analysis (Creswell, 2014; Graff, 2017).
Research Questions
This study sought to answer the broad research question: What is the status of the
implementation of the critical components of Multi-tiered Systems of Support in secondary
schools in Minnesota? The following sub questions inform the findings:
RQ1: What critical components of Multi-tiered Systems of Support do secondary school
educators report to be most fully implemented?
RQ1 (a) What components of Leadership & Organizational Structures do secondary
school educators report to be most fully implemented?
RQ1 (b) What components of Curriculum and Instruction do secondary school educators
report to be most fully implemented?
RQ1 (c) What components of Assessment do secondary school educators report to be
most fully implemented?
RQ1 (d) What components of Collaboration do secondary school educators report to be
most fully implemented?
RQ2: What critical components of Multi-tiered Systems of Support do secondary school
educators report to be partially implementing or installing?
RQ2 (a) What components of Leadership & Organizational Structures do secondary
school educators report to be partially implementing or installing?
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RQ2 (b) What components of Curriculum and Instruction do secondary school educators
report to be partially implementing or installing?
RQ2 (c) What components of Assessment do secondary school educators report to be
partially implementing or installing?
RQ2 (d) What components of Collaboration do secondary school educators report to be
partially implementing or installing?
RQ3: What critical components of Multi-tiered Systems of Support do secondary school
educators report to be exploring or not in place?
RQ3 (a) What components of Leadership & Organizational Structures do secondary
school educators report to be exploring or not in place?
RQ3 (b) What components of Curriculum and Instruction do secondary school educators
report to be exploring or not in place?
RQ3 (c) What components of Assessment do secondary school educators report to be
exploring or not in place?
RQ3 (d) What components of Collaboration do secondary school educators report to be
exploring or not in place?
RQ4: What challenges do secondary educators encounter during implementation of the critical
components of Multi-tiered Systems of Support?
Instrument and Measures
The instrument for this study was the Survey of Multi-tiered Systems of Support
Implementation for Addressing the MN ELA Standards (Appendix A). Muijs (2011) suggested
utilizing existing data sets as a method to research particular educational questions. The
electronic survey was first distributed by the MDE to all Minnesota public schools in January of
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2013. Upon analysis of the 2013 survey responses, the survey was edited and re-launched in
2014 and the questions have purposely remained the same since 2014 to measure the same thing
over time (V. Weinberg, personal communication, February 12, 2021). The original timeline was
distribution of the survey in January of each year with data results becoming available to schools
in late spring. The timeline was changed in 2018 with distribution occurring in September, with
data results available to districts in February of the same school year. The change occurred to
provide schools the opportunity to utilize the data as they planned for the following school year
(V. Weinberg, personal communication, February 12, 2021).
The secondary data utilized in this research was collected from the survey distributed by
the Minnesota Department of Education in September of 2019. A data request for the 2019
survey results was submitted to the MDE (Appendix B) and approved. Survey results were not
collected in 2020 due to the COVID-19 pandemic interfering with instructional models.
The survey was designed by the Minnesota Department of Education (MDE) to examine the
school-wide implementation of critical components within Multi-tiered Systems of Support
(MTSS) along with items supporting implementation of the Minnesota English Language Arts
and Math standards (MDE, n.d.). The survey measures implementation of four critical
components identified as: (a) leadership and organizational structures, (b) curriculum and
instruction, (c) assessment, and (d) collaboration among staff (MDE, n.d.). The portion of the
survey dedicated to 2019 MTSS implementation contains 74 question and the anticipated time
needed to complete the study is 30-60 minutes based on the recommendation that the questions
are gone through quickly.
Survey participants rated MTSS components along a continuum measuring the depth of
implementation. The definitions of each rating were:
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•

Not in place: No action is occurring in this area. This item is not a priority at this time.

•

Exploring: At this stage, the school spends time identifying needs and exploring:
increasing knowledge, building awareness, communicating intentions or developing
plans. A representative may attend training with the express purpose of bringing
information back.

•

Installing infrastructure: At this stage, the school acquires data systems, assessments,
and/or trains staff on selected practices. Students are not yet receiving the benefits of
what teachers have been trained to do.

•

Partial implementation: At this stage, a few or some staff are implementing their training
and making use of the infrastructure supports on a daily basis. Some but not all the
practices and processes are being used school wide. Partial implementation applies to use
of the practices consistently with a few grade levels when the intention is for all staff to
use them.

•

Full implementation: At this stage, the school has successfully moved to deepening
understanding and refining use of data and practices; implementation of practices and use
of data has become ingrained as a way of being for staff. Leadership continues to plan
training and coaching to prevent erosion and promote sustainable implementation.
Accountability and monitoring fidelity of practices are a norm.
One qualitative question asked participants what challenges (if any) they encountered

during implementation of the MTSS components. This question was included to gather in-depth
information, determine trends across respondents, and provide context for the quantitative data.
Setting
The Minnesota Department of Education, “Advocates the use of MTSS to increase the
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number of students meeting grade-level standards and graduating with skills for further
education and work careers” (Minnesota Department of Education, n.d.). The state collected
yearly data to systematically determine implementation progress and help guide action planning
strategies to increase implementation fidelity. The overarching philosophy is grounded in active
community learning that involves local, district, regional, and state level systems that collaborate
to sustain the MTSS framework (Minnesota Department of Education, n.d.).
The setting of the research was public secondary schools in Minnesota. The questionnaire
was self-administered by the school leadership team as determined by the school principal. This
allowed participants to answer survey questions at the time and location of their choice. The
setting of the survey was online for the sake of ease for the participant.
Sampling Design
Due to the nature of the variables studied, the researcher selected a convenient and
purposive sample of schools. Convenience sampling is a common sampling method in studies
when a researcher has access to sample elements (Muijs, 2011) and purposive sampling allows
researchers to learn about issues that are important to the purpose of the research (Merriam &
Tisdell, 2016). The Minnesota Department of Education (MDE) developed survey criteria that
defined eligible participants as public schools that have actual students (V. Weinberg, personal
communication, February 12, 2021). Schools eligible for the purpose of this research includes
secondary schools defined as schools that consist of Grades 7 through 12 and middle schools
defined as schools that consist of Grades 6-8 (Education Code: Definitions, 1959/2005). A total
of 1,500 K-12 schools in Minnesota received email solicitation to complete the Survey of Multitiered Systems of Support Implementation for Addressing the MN ELA Standards and 495
responses were collected. Of the 1,500 schools solicited, there were 203 secondary schools
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solicited to participate in the survey and 181 responses were collected (K. Rewey, personal
communication, March 6, 2022).
Data Collection Procedures
In September of 2019, the MDE utilized school data from the SWIFT Data Warehouse to
select schools that fit the survey criteria of public schools that housed actual students (V.
Weinberg, personal communication, February 12, 2021). An email solicitation from the
commissioner of education explaining the survey was sent to superintendents of each public
school district in Minnesota (Appendix C). The letter established the purpose of the survey as a
method to define stages of MTSS implementation across the state using implementation science.
The MDE contracted with Wilder Research for survey distribution and compilation. The
purpose of contracting outside of the MDE was to ensure transparency and authenticity (V.
Weinberg, personal communication, February 12, 2021) Wilder Research sent an email
solicitation signed by the commissioner of education (Appendix D) to 1,500 public school
principals that included a link and password for completion of the 2019 MTSS survey. The email
from the commissioner explained the purpose of the survey along with a request of completion
of the survey by October 18, 2019. The email contained directions for completing the survey as a
team and that only one survey per school was required. Team completion of the survey was
requested because, “The team must agree on the rating and previous surveys from the MDE
indicated team ratings trended lower than ratings by individual principals” (V. Weinberg,
personal communication, February 12, 2021).
Schools were given a one-month window to complete the survey, as indicated on the
letter from the commissioner. Reminder emails were sent to principals one and two weeks after
the initial solicitation and a phone call was made to principals three weeks after the initial appeal.
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Survey results were collected by Wilder Research and recorded for each school. A summary
report of all Minnesota schools was given to the Minnesota Department of Education’s MTSS
team and participating schools in February of 2020.
Data Analysis
Quantitative data analysis was completed using descriptive statistics to describe and
summarize the survey data collected. Descriptive statistics provide information about variables in
a dataset and highlight potential relationships between variables during analysis (Orcher, 2014).
The use of the Survey of Multi-tiered Systems of Support Implementation for Addressing the
MN ELA Standards (MDE, 2017) generated large amounts of data for analysis. The primary
analysis determined the frequency of MTSS critical components rated as fully implemented,
components rated at implementing or installing, and components rated as exploring or not in
place.
A series of data analyses were performed in order to answer the research questions posed
in this study. First, the results of the Survey of Multi-tiered Systems of Support Implementation
for Addressing the MN ELA Standards were disaggregated by grade levels to identify schools
meeting the study’s definition of secondary school. Second, the data was sorted into critical
components as identified by the Minnesota Department of Education (MDE). The third step in
the data analysis process involved calculating the percentage of responses by dividing the total
number of responses for each survey question by the number of responses submitted for each
question. This was an important step in the process because the number of submitted responses
varied for each survey question. The final step in the process involved determining the top three
(or four if there was a tie) responses most frequently reported (Appendix E).
Qualitative responses were reviewed six times in order to determine their meaning.
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Following the steps for qualitative analysis as outlined by Merriam and Tisdell (2016), the initial
reading aimed to gain an overview of the information gathered from the data. Initial impressions
from the first reading were recorded for future reference. During the second reading, meaning
units, narrative related to the research question, were identified. The third reading involved
coding or labeling the meaning units as a means to develop categories and sort data (Bogdan &
Biklen, 2007). The fourth and fifth readings determined if codes were similar and could be
combined or separated. The sixth reading determined if the themes that emerged contained
sufficient supporting data to be identified as independent themes.
This process was critiqued by two outside coders in an attempt to build validity. One
outside coder contributed to the robustness of the coding process by checking the accuracy of
meaning units being categorized into codes. The second outside coder reviewed each step of the
coding process from meaning units to themes.
Limitations of Methodology
Every study contains limitations beyond the control of the researcher (Roberts, 2010). A
limitation of email surveys is that response rates can vary and are often below 30% (Orcher,
2014). The historical return rate of the Survey of Multi-tiered Systems of Support
Implementation for Addressing the MN ELA and Math Standards has been above 50%
(Appendix B), which exceeds typical return rates. An added barrier to the response rate specific
to the Survey of Multi-tiered Systems of Support Implementation for Addressing the MN ELA
Standards includes coordinating schedules for group completion due to scheduling issues, some
respondents may complete the survey as an individual instead of as a team, which may skew the
data. A potential limiting factor is the length of the survey, which may curtail response.
Sampling bias may be evident if only respondents with very favorable or non-favorable
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sentiments and experiences regarding MTSS implementation invest the time to complete the
survey.
Convenience sampling was utilized due to the availability of the data and the data may
not be representative of the population being studied and thus the results might be biased (Graff,
2017). The use of secondary data is also a limitation because the researcher assumes the data was
collected correctly. Though MTSS is being implemented throughout the United States, this study
is limited by the survey only being distributed to one state, Minnesota. Due to IDEA’s lack of
detailed structure regarding MTSS, other states may have identified different critical
components, which restricts transferability of findings.
Ethical Considerations
This study adhered to the principles within the Belmont Report (National Commission for
the Protection of Human Subjects of Biomedical and Behavioral Research, 1979). Respect for
persons, justice and beneficence, and ethical decision making guided the planning and
conducting of this study. Privacy and respect were provided to all individuals.
In attempt to minimize any potential harm to districts, schools, and students, all
identifying information was removed from the secondary data. The survey data collected by the
MDE was not anonymous, but for the use of this research, all identifiable information was
removed by the MDE prior to dissemination. Beneficences was utilized in that the best interest of
the research participants was kept in mind (National Commission for the Protection of Human
Subjects of Biomedical and Behavioral Research, 1979). The language used within the study as
well as in the reporting of the study sought to be non-biased. There is fairness of distribution
(National Commission for the Protection of Human Subjects of Biomedical and Behavioral
Research, 1979) within this study as it does not benefit one group nor deny another group of
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privilege. Justice is upheld in this study as it sought to maximize the common good for all so that
all educational practitioners and leaders may benefit.
Finally, the researcher received Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative (CITI)
certification and IRB approval, which ensured an ethical study following Bethel University’s
standards. The CITI Program (2017) framework informs those conducting research studies to be
mindful of study implications, effects on the institution, families, and children.
Summary
Findings from this research were used to describe the implementation of critical features
of Multi-tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) at the secondary level in Minnesota. This mixed
methods research design sought to provide a variety of quantitative and qualitative survey
information to create a profile describing the characteristics of MTSS implementation. The
mixed-methods study was nonparametric, non-experimental and descriptive; however, using
statistical as quantitative data and survey responses as qualitative data generated a more thorough
and complete analysis of existing elements of MTSS implementation at the secondary level. This
chapter identified the research participants, instruments, procedures, and analysis. Subsequent
chapters offer results of the data findings and analysis, an interpretation related to the research
questions, and a discussion of further research.

59
Chapter 4: Results
The key to understanding Multi-tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) implementation at the
secondary level is to assess implementation fidelity by analyzing gaps between identified MTSS
critical components and implementation of the components (Morrison et al., 2020). The purpose
of this study was to examine data regarding the implementation of critical components of the
MTSS framework in Minnesota public secondary schools to articulate the status of
implementation of critical components of MTSS more clearly, as well as identify other
implementation challenges in need of systemic support and professional development.
This chapter presents findings to the study’s research questions which emerged from
results of the Survey of Multi-tiered Systems of Support Implementation for Addressing the MN
ELA Standards (MDE, 2017). A total of 181 secondary schools completed the study, but each
school did not report implementation status for individual critical components. Findings reflect
descriptive statistical analysis of Likert responses and a rigorous, iterative coding process of
open-ended responses.
Findings Related to Inquiry Questions
Research Question 1
What critical components of Multi-tiered Systems of Support do secondary school
educators report to be most fully implemented?
Components of Leadership & Organizational Structures Secondary School
Educators Report to be Most Fully Implemented. The component of Leadership &
Organizational Structures that secondary schools most frequently reported as fully implemented
(75 out of 169 responses or 44.4%) was, “School-level leadership team commits adequate time
and resources to support ongoing professional learning for school staff” (MDE, 2017). The next
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most frequently reported component as fully implemented (65 out of 169 responses or 38.5%)
was, “Collaboration around student data and instruction is built into school expectations,
schedules, and calendar” (MDE, 2017). The third most frequently reported (61 out of 170
responses or 35.9%) component of Leadership & Organizational Structures that secondary
schools identified as fully implemented was, “The principal and school leadership team are
actively committed to a multi-year MTSS implementation” (MDE, 2017).
Components of Curriculum and Instruction Secondary School Educators Report to
be Most Fully Implemented. The component of Curriculum and Instruction that secondary
schools most frequently reported as fully implemented (90 of 162 responses or 55.6%) was,
“Parents/guardians are notified when their child begins a supplemental intervention” (MDE,
2017). The second most frequently reported as fully implemented (73 out of 164 responses or
44.5%) component was, “Staff responsible for teaching and reinforcing the Minnesota ELA
standards can identify requisites in the development of knowledge, skills, and concepts within
and across stands. For example, asking and answering questions are skills that cross listening,
speaking, reading, and writing. The ability to ask and answer questions is a requisite to finding
the main idea and supporting details” (MDE, 2017). The third most frequently reported as fully
implemented (72 out of 164 responses or 43.9%) component was, “Staff responsible for teaching
and reinforcing the Minnesota ELA standards can describe the intended student work (evidence)
that reflects the standard and benchmark” (MDE, 2017).
Components of Assessment Secondary School Educators Report to be Most Fully
Implemented. The component of Assessment that secondary schools most frequently reported as
fully implemented (75 out of 162 responses or 46.3%) was, “School uses a data system to
document and access individual student-level data for all of the years each student has been in
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school” (MDE, 2017). The second most frequently reported as fully implemented (59 out of 162
responses or 36.4%) component was, “All students are screened multiple times per year using
valid and reliable screening measures for reading/literacy” (MDE, 2017). The third most
frequently reported as fully implemented (57 out of 162 responses or 35.2%) component was, “A
system of assessments is in place in order for staff to monitor and adjust instruction through-out
the year” (MDE, 2017).
Components of Collaboration Among Staff Secondary School Educators Report to
be Most Fully Implemented. The component of Collaboration that secondary schools most
frequently reported as fully implemented (82 out of 161 responses or 50.9%) was, “Team
members, those essential to complete the tasks and decisions, regularly attend and participate
actively during meetings” (MDE, 2017). The second most frequently reported as fully
implemented (79 out of 161 responses or 49.1%) component was, “School teams’ meetings are
scheduled with sufficient duration and frequency to complete necessary tasks” (MDE, 2017).
The third most frequently reported as fully implemented (78 out of 161 responses or 48.4%)
component was, “The principal and leadership team models and supports effective collaboration
and communication around school-wide efforts, benefitting all students” (MDE, 2017).
Research Question 2
What critical components of Multi-tiered Systems of Support do secondary school
educators report to be partially implementing or installing?
Components of Leadership & Organizational Structures Secondary School
Educators Report to be Partially Implementing or Installing. The component of Leadership
& Organizational Structures that secondary schools most often reported as partially
implementing or installing (115 out of 169 responses or 68.10%) was, “Leadership has team
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reviews and adjusts core and supplemental instruction to increase effectiveness and efficiency for
all groups of students” (MDE, 2017). The second most frequently reported component marked as
partially implementing or installing (112 out of 167 responses or 67.10%) was, “The alignment
between standards, benchmarks, curriculum, instruction, and assessment is evaluated for
effectiveness (alignment means the act of adjusting to match a benchmark)” (MDE, 2017). The
third component reported to be partially implementing or installing (108 out of 170 responses or
63.50%) was, “Instructional staff have been trained on how the MTSS framework is represented
in the school (including implications for curricula, assessment, and organization)” (MDE, 2017).
Components of Curriculum and Instruction Secondary School Educators Report to
be Partially Implemented or Installing. The component of Curriculum and Instruction that
secondary schools most often reported as partially implementing or installing (115 out of 163
responses or 70.6%) was, “Curricula and instruction are differentiated based on student needs
(differentiation is what a teacher does to make instruction accessible; it is altering of process,
content, product to attain end outcome)” (MDE, 2017). The second most frequently reported
component marked as partially implementing or installing (115 out of 164 responses or 70.20%)
was, “Student performance data inform the design of instruction and use of evidence-based
practices” (MDE, 2017). The third component reported to be partially implementing or installing
(108 out of 163 responses or 66.30%) was, “Instructional staff are knowledgeable about and
implement principles of effective instruction (i.e., high rates of engagement, questioning,
eliciting thinking, grouping, opportunities to respond, immediate feedback), including researchbased practices in literacy” (MDE, 2017).
Components of Assessment Secondary School Educators Report to be Partially
Implemented or Installing. The component of Assessment that secondary schools most often
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reported as partially implementing or installing (98 out of 162 responses or 60.50%) had three
components with the same number of responses:
•

instructional staff understand and can communicate to parents/guardians the
purposes and value of the assessments used, as well as their limitations

•

data used for decision-making are accessible and timely for instructional planning

•

instructional supports for students are determined based on sources of data and
predictable rules for decision making had the same reporting percentage.

The next highest reported component to be partially implementing or installing (97 out of 161
responses or 60.2%) was, “School frequently reviews progress-monitoring data to gauge if
individual students are making progress toward grade-level goals” (MDE, 2017).
Components of Collaboration Secondary School Educators Report to be Partially
Implemented or Installing. The component of Collaboration that secondary schools most often
reported as partially implementing or installing (99 out of 161 responses or 61.5%) was, “Gradelevel, and building-level, teams consistently follow a problem-solving process to make databased decisions that promote academic improvement” (MDE, 2017). The second component
most frequently reported component marked as partially implementing or installing (97 out of
161 responses or 60.3%) was, “Culture and language of students are considered when
collaborating in grade level/content area teams about the appropriate supports for students
needing supplemental interventions” (MDE, 2017). The next highest reported components (96
out of 161 responses or 59.6%) marked as partially implementing or installing were, “Staff
working with sub-groups (e.g., low income, of racial/ethnic minority background, ELL) of
students regularly collaborate with grade level content teams on instructional practices” and
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“There is a consistent process to guide grade level/content area team discussions and decisions
about supplemental interventions” (MDE, 2017).
Research Question 3
What critical components of Multi-tiered Systems of Support do secondary school
educators report to be exploring or not in place?
Components of Leadership & Organizational Structures Secondary School
Educators Report to be Exploring or Not in Place. The component of Leadership &
Organizational Structures that secondary schools most often reported as exploring or not in place
(49 out of 167 responses or 29.4%) was, “School-wide MTSS actions and results are regularly
communicated to multiple stakeholder audiences, including all school staff, families, school
board members, and the community” (MDE, 2017). The second most frequently reported
component to be exploring or not in place (43 out of 170 responses or 25.3%) was instructional
staff have been trained on how the MTSS framework is represented in the school (including
implications for curricula, assessment, and organization)” (MDE, 2017). The third component
reported to be exploring or not in place (32 out of 169 responses or 18.9%) was, “Leadership has
team reviews and adjusts core and supplemental instruction to increase effectiveness and
efficiency for all groups of students” (MDE, 2017). A fourth component reported to be exploring
or not in place and statistically close to the third response (31 out of 167 responses or 18.6%)
was, “School-level leadership team gathers data and makes real time decisions to further the
implementation of the Minnesota English Language Arts Standards” (MDE, 2017).
Components of Curriculum and Instruction Secondary School Educators Report to
be Exploring or Not in Place. The component of Curriculum and Instruction that secondary
schools most often reported as exploring or not in place (54 out of 163 responses or 33.1%) was,
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“Parents/guardians are provided with resources and strategies on how to support their children’s
learning at home” (MDE, 2017). The second most frequently reported component to be
exploring or not in place (44 out of 162 responses or 27.2%) was, “Parents/guardians are
engaged as active participants in the problem-solving process for students receiving
supplemental interventions (e.g., intervention plan, timelines, data to be collected, decisionmaking rules)” (MDE, 2017). The third component reported to be exploring or not in place (44
out of 164 responses or 26.9%) was, “Team responsible for Minnesota ELA standards
implementation reviews results of training and coaching efforts to determine next steps for
professional development” (MDE, 2017).
Components of Assessment Secondary School Educators Report to be Exploring or
Not in Place. The component of Assessment that secondary schools most often reported as
exploring or not in place (69 out of 162 responses or 42.6%) was, “Standards-based grading
system that measures and monitors progress toward benchmarks is in place with reliable ratings
between staff” (MDE, 2017). The second most frequently reported component to be exploring or
not in place (36 out of 162 responses or 22.2%) was, “All students are screened multiple times
per year using valid and reliable screening measures for reading /literacy” (MDE, 2017). The
third component reported to be exploring or not in place (33 out of 161 responses or 20.5%) was,
“Student-level progress-monitoring data and instructional decisions are documented for students
receiving supplemental and intensive interventions” (MDE, 2017).
Components of Collaboration Among Staff Secondary School Educators Report to
be Exploring or Not in Place. The component of Collaboration Among Staff that secondary
schools most often reported as exploring or not in place (30 out of 161 responses or 18.6%) was,
“There is a consistent process to guide grade level/content area team discussions and decisions
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about supplemental interventions” (MDE, 2017). The second most frequently reported
component to be exploring or not in place (29 out of 161 responses or 18.0 %) was, “Culture and
language of students are considered when collaborating in grade level/content area teams about
the appropriate supports for students needing supplemental interventions” (MDE, 2017). The
third component reported to be exploring or not in place (28 out of 161 responses or 17.4%) was,
“Staff working with sub-groups (e.g., low income, of racial/ethnic minority background, ELL) of
students regularly collaborate with grade level content reams on instructional practices” (MDE,
2017).
Research Question 4
What challenges do secondary educators encounter during implementation of the critical
components of Multi-tiered Systems of Support?
Five themes emerged as challenges encountered during the implementation of the critical
components of MTSS. Each theme was distinctly unique, yet the complexity of MTSS
implementation was evident in relationships between themes.
Theme 1: Staff Turnover, Bound Staff Capacity, and Staff as a Limited Resource Inhibit
MTSS Implementation
The theme of staff turnover, bound staff capacity, and staff as a limited resource inhibit
MTSS implementation appeared frequently with 54 responses indicating staff related challenges
encountered. Various statements by respondents highlighted the significance of staff turnover as
a challenge because new staff may not be adequately trained in MTSS. This statement was
representative of several responses, “We continue to see a changing staff population. We have
encountered large numbers of retirements which has led to new hiring and training.” Responses
demonstrated concern regarding overwhelming current staff with additional responsibilities, as
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indicated by this response, “We are a small school, so we have staff overload with wearing
multiple hats such as teaching and serving on a variety of committees.” Other responses further
expressed staffing as a resource that needs to be funded. One respondent stated, “With small
districts, there are no funds to pay multiple people for positions needed to cover school-wide
MTSS.”
Theme 2: Teachers Receive Insufficient Professional Development and Training
Teachers receive insufficient professional development and training was a theme that was
revealed in 22 responses as a challenge encountered during the implementation of the critical
components of MTSS. Various statements by respondents remarked that MTSS requires training
in evidence-based interventions and foundational knowledge. One respondent noted, “There is a
challenge to know what the background or foundational knowledge that staff new to the building
have. This is especially true of first-year staff coming from different colleges/universities.”
Respondents noted the need for teacher preparedness, “We find that a lot of professional
development needs to happen around MTSS to get general education teachers to understand their
role in providing supports” and “Professional development is lacking for teachers in MTSS and
differentiation as well as the knowledge of small group instruction and adhering to the MTSS
process.” Responses also described the limited training opportunities available to greater
Minnesota as noted by this respondent, “Training opportunities are limited in greater MN…Yes,
that is an issue for everyone, but felt more keenly in a small school. Everyone wears multiple
hats and no one is an expert in MTSS.”
Theme 3: Secondary School Schedules are not Conducive to the MTSS Framework
Secondary school schedules are not conducive to the MTSS framework was a theme
indicated in 22 responses as a challenge encountered during the implementation of the critical
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components of MTSS. Respondents indicated that the rigid schedule did not ensure adequate
time for necessary courses and tiered support. The secondary schedule as a challenge was
exemplified by responses similar to these remarks, “Face challenges with building-wide
scheduling so students can get extra help while not missing electives which they like” and “The
barrier of scheduling for students to receive more support.”
Theme 4: Lack of Tiered Interventions and MTSS Models for the Secondary Level are
Barriers for Schools
Lack of tiered interventions and MTSS models for secondary level are barriers for
schools emerged with 20 responses indicating this was a challenge encountered during the
implementation of the critical components of MTSS. Responses demonstrated that it is difficult
to implement tiered supports that fit MTSS criteria while maintaining the flexibility necessary
across content areas. One respondent noted, “It's hard to implement Tier 2 interventions that fits
the criteria of a Tier 2 intervention while still maintaining the flexibility necessary to apply
across classrooms and content areas.” Responses also highlighted the significant need of finding
“true interventions” that fit the confines of the schedule, budget, and time.
Responses indicated a lack of MTSS models for the secondary level presents an
implementation challenge. Recommendations exist for best practices in MTSS implementation,
but a majority of research is based on elementary implementation and secondary systems are
often forced to adapt essential components without explicit system or implementation guidance
(Lesh et al., 2021; Pyle & Vaughn, 2012; Sansosti et al., 2010; Thomas et al., 2020). Responses
such as, “We have no model to provide tier 2 and 3 interventions in a high school” and
“Developing resources to implement programming” highlighted the limited number of MTSS
models available for secondary schools. Implementation of MTSS components at the secondary
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level is not likely transferrable from elementary implementation and requires continued research
into versatile components that adapt to the needs of secondary stakeholders (Thomas et al.,
2020).
Theme 5: Limited Staff and Faculty Time Available to Dedicate to the Implementation of
MTSS Components
Limited time available for the implementation of MTSS components emerged as the fifth
theme with 19 responses indicating this was a challenge encountered during the implementation
of the critical components of MTSS. One response noted, “Although time, in general, is not what
you are wanting to hear, it is the largest hurdle in developing a plan for individual students who
need Tier 2 and 3 interventions.” Statements indicated the lack of time for the data analysis
aspect of MTSS, “We often run into the issue of time. Teams sometimes don’t feel like they have
enough time to dive fully into information about students.”
Summary of Findings
In identifying critical components that support Multi-tiered Systems of Support (MTSS)
implementation, the Minnesota Department of Education (2017) clarified areas that would build
stakeholder understanding and effective practices of a tiered system of support. Table 1 provides
a summary of the components that secondary schools reported as most fully implemented;
implementing or installing; and exploring or not in place.

Components
Exploring or
Not in Place

Components
Implementing
or Installing

School-level leadership team commits adequate time and resources to support ongoing professional
learning for school staff.

Components
Most Fully
Implemented

School-level leadership team gathers data and makes real time decisions to further the
implementation of the Minnesota English Language Arts Standards.

Leadership has team reviews and adjusts core and supplemental instruction to increase effectiveness
and efficiency for all groups of students.

Instructional staff have been trained on how the MTSS framework is represented in the school
(including implications for curricula, assessment, and organization).

School-wide MTSS actions and results are regularly communicated to multiple stakeholder
audiences, including all school staff, families, school board members, and the community.

Instructional staff have been trained on how the MTSS framework is represented in the school
(including implications for curricula, assessment, and organization).

The alignment between standards, benchmarks, curriculum, instruction, and assessment is evaluated
for effectiveness (alignment means the act of adjusting to match a benchmark).

Leadership has team reviews and adjusts core and supplemental instruction to increase effectiveness
and efficiency for all groups of students.

The principal and school leadership team are actively committed to a multi-year MTSS
implementation.

Collaboration around student data and instruction is built into school expectations, schedules, and
calendar.

Leadership & Organizational Structures

MTSS
Category
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Table 1

Summary of Multi-tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) Critical Component Implementation

Components
Exploring or
Not in Place

Components
Implementing
or Installing

Parents/guardians are notified when their child begins a supplemental intervention.

Components
Most Fully
Implemented

Team responsible for Minnesota ELA standards implementation reviews results of training and
coaching efforts to determine next steps for professional development.

Parents/guardians are engaged as active participants in the problem-solving process for students
receiving supplemental interventions (e.g., intervention plan, timelines, data to be collected, decisionmaking rules).

Parents/guardians are provided with resources and strategies on how to support their children’ s
learning at home.

Instructional staff are knowledgeable about and implement principles of effective instruction (i.e., high
rates of engagement, questioning, eliciting thinking, grouping, opportunities to respond, immediate
feedback), including research-based practices in literacy.

Student performance data inform the design of instruction and use of evidence-based practices.

Curricula and instruction are differentiated based on student needs (differentiation is what a teacher
does to make instruction accessible; it is altering of process, content, product to attain end outcome).

Staff responsible for teaching and reinforcing the Minnesota ELA standards can describe the intended
student work (evidence) that reflects the standard and benchmark.

Staff responsible for teaching and reinforcing the Minnesota ELA standards can identify requisites in
the development of knowledge, skills, and concepts within and across stands. For example, asking and
answering questions are skills that cross listening, speaking, reading, and writing. ask and answer
questions is a requisite to finding the main idea and supporting details.

Curriculum and Instruction

MTSS
Category
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Table 1 (continued)

Components
Exploring or
Not in Place

Components
Implementin
g or
Installing

School uses a data system to document and access individual student –level data for all of the
years each student has been in school.

Components
Most Fully
Implemented

Student-level progress-monitoring data and instructional decisions are documented for students
receiving supplemental and intensive interventions.

All students are screened multiple times per year using valid and reliable screening measures
for reading /literacy.

are making
students
progress-monitoring
if individual
reviewssystem
to gaugeprogress
datamonitors
frequentlygrading
School
is in
benchmarks
toward
that measures and
Standards-based
toward grade-level
goals. staff.
progress
ratings between
place with reliable

Instructional supports for students are determined based on sources of data and predictable rules
for decision making had the same reporting percentage.

Data used for decision-making are accessible and timely for instructional planning.

Instructional staff understand and can communicate to parents/guardians the purposes and value
of the assessments used, as well as their limitations.

A system of assessments is in place in order for staff to monitor and adjust instruction throughout the year.

All students are screened multiple times per year using valid and reliable screening measures
for reading /literacy.

Assessment

MTSS
Category
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Table 1 (continued)

Components
Exploring or
Not in Place

Components
Implementing
or Installing

Team members, those essential to complete the tasks and decisions, regularly attend and participate
actively during meetings.

Components
Most Fully
Implemented

Staff working with sub-groups (e.g., low income, of racial/ethnic minority background, ELL) of students
regularly collaborate with grade level content reams on instructional practices.

Culture and language of students are considered when collaborating in grade level/content area teams about
the appropriate supports for students needing supplemental interventions.

There is a consistent process to guide grade level/content area team discussions and decisions about
supplemental interventions.

There is a consistent process to guide grade level/content area team discussions and decisions about
supplemental interventions.

Staff working with sub-groups (e.g., low income, of racial/ethnic minority background, ELL) of students
regularly collaborate with grade level content reams on instructional practices.

Culture and language of students are considered when collaborating in grade level/content area teams about
the appropriate supports for students needing supplemental interventions.

Grade-level, and building-level, teams consistently follow a problem-solving process to make data-based
decisions that promote academic improvement.

The principal and leadership team models and supports effective collaboration and communication around
school-wide efforts, benefitting all students.

School teams’ meetings are scheduled with sufficient duration and frequency to complete necessary tasks.

Collaboration Among Staff

MTSS
Category
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Table 1 (continued)
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Five themes emerged from the qualitative data generated from open-ended survey
responses specific to Research Question 2 identifying challenges secondary educators encounter
during implementation of the critical components of Multi-tiered Systems of Support. Table 2
provides a summary of the identified themes of challenges and the total number of responses for
each identified theme.
Table 2
Summary of Challenges Encountered During Multi-tiered Systems of Support (MTSS)
Implementation
Identified Themes of Challenges
Staff turnover, bound staff capacity, and staff as a
limited resource
Teachers receive insufficient professional
development and training
Secondary school schedules are not conducive to the
MTSS framework
Lack of tiered interventions and MTSS models for
the secondary level
Limited staff and faculty time available to dedicate
to the implementation of MTSS components

Total Number of Responses
for Theme
54
22
22
20
19

Chapter 5 compares and contrasts this study’s findings and previous research findings
focused on MTSS implementation. Implications are articulated specifically regarding how study
findings may be useful to school leaders seeking information on effective implementation of
MTSS at the secondary level. The chapter concludes with recommendations for future research.
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Implications, Recommendations
Overview of the Study
The purpose of this study was to examine data regarding the implementation of critical
components of the Multi-tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) framework in Minnesota public
secondary schools. More specifically, findings included the implementation status of critical
components of MTSS that are fully implemented, partially implemented, exploring, or not in
place, as well as identified MTSS implementation challenges.
The intention of this mixed-method study was to provide information that can guide
stakeholders in pursuing the necessary systems change in education to better serve secondary
students through the implementation of the critical components of the MTSS framework. The
study supplemented the paucity of literature related to MTSS implementation at the secondary
level in Minnesota.
Final Analysis
Multi-tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) has been implemented in schools throughout
the country since the 2004 reauthorization of the Individuals with Disabilities Education
Improvement (IDEA). IDEA established MTSS as an identifier for learning disabilities and as a
method for increasing educational accountability and improving instructional delivery (Arden et
al., 2017; Maier et al., 2016). MTSS implementation had strong momentum at the elementary
level and resulted in well-documented academic growth (King et al., 2012). MTSS
implementation at the secondary level has not witnessed implementation momentum equivalent
to the elementary level and limited research studies recommending a framework design and
methods for sustaining implementation along with scant documented success is available to
guide secondary MTSS implementation (Lesh et al., 2021). Research indicates that implementing
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MTSS at the secondary level has unique challenges and flexibility with implementation may
need to be considered (Thomas et al., 2020). Sparse research along with a lack of implementation
resources may have limited consistent implementation of the critical components of MTSS. To
understand the status of Multi-tiered Systems of Support implementation more fully, the critical
components of MTSS that secondary school educators reported as being fully implemented,
exploring or not in place were identified.
Most Fully Implemented Critical Components of Multi-tiered Systems of Support
Leadership and Organizational Structures - 44.4% of responses indicated, “Leadership
commits adequate time and resources for ongoing professional learning as being fully
implemented” (MDE, 2017). This is at odds with previous research that indicated teachers
perceived MTSS as challenging to implement due to a lack of training and understanding
(Castro-Villarreal et al., 2014; Sanger et al., 2012; Sansosti et al., 2011). Adequate time for
ongoing professional learning is a critical component because a change in pedagogy requires a
long-term commitment to instructional improvement with a steady increase of new practice
implementation (Fullan et al., 2005). Additionally, Dulaney (2012) identified the need to include
professional learning that focused on differentiated instruction that adapts to the needs of
students. Fuchs and Fuchs (2016) expanded on this need when they noted that many teachers do
not differentiate instruction when students are struggling. The perception of lack of training
around MTSS implementation may be due to limited ongoing support and coaching that includes
support with differentiating instruction. Ongoing coaching support in lieu of one-day workshops
may lead to an increased capacity for differentiation of instruction (Thomas et al., 2020).
Curriculum and Instruction - 55.6% of responses indicated, “Parents/guardians are
notified when their child begins a supplemental intervention as being fully implemented” (MDE,
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2017). Though this is a response was frequent, it does not meet legislative mandates since IDEA
(2004) included specific provisions to support the informed involvement of parents in their
child’s intervention program. Thus, this response rate would ideally be 100%. IDEA (2004)
provided procedural safeguards for parents because it recognized their authority in making
decisions about their child’s involvement and provided them the right to give or refuse consent
for activities, including intervention.
Assessment - 46.3% of responses indicated, “The school uses a data system to document
and access individual student-level data for all the years each student has been in the school as
being fully implemented” (MDE, 2017). This response aligned with previous research findings
that noted assessment data for academic deficits typically already exists for secondary students
(Fuchs et al., 2010) and systematic assessments provide necessary data to help determine
students’ response to intervention. Assessment provides data that can be used in the MTSS
problem-solving model and increased autonomy with using data to differentiate instruction is
necessary when meeting the instructional demands of struggling adolescents (King et al., 2012).
Collaboration Among Staff - 50.9% of responses indicated, “Team members, those
essential to complete the tasks and decisions, regularly attend and participate actively during
meetings” (MDE, 2017) as being fully implemented. Respondents that did not identify this as an
area that is fully implemented may benefit from capacity building around collaborative practices
that incorporate data-based decision making (Crone et al., 2016). Sanger et al., (2012)
highlighted the importance of collaboration as a method to reinforce planning and functioning as
a team. Collaboration during MTSS implementation, which is a change process, is essential
because relationships among school leaders and staff must be trusting and collaborative when the
goal is to establish systems change that will adhere and become sustainable (Lesh et al., 2021).

78
Exploring or Not in Place Critical Components of Multi-tiered Systems of Support
Leadership and Organizational Structures - 29.4% of responses indicated, “School-wide
MTSS actions and results are regularly communicated to multiple stakeholder audiences,
including all school staff, families, school board members, and the community” (MDE, 2017) is
at the exploring or not in place phase of implementation. A lack of a coherent support structure
from the district level along with educational stakeholders that have limited knowledge with the
process of implementation science may limit MTSS implementation (Berkeley et al., 2020;
Thomas et al., 2020). Fullan (2001) noted that during the change process, staff needs to
understand the reason for the change, and they generally want to contribute to the vision.
Communication that includes a systematic review of MTSS implementation is beneficial to
sustainable implementation (Thomas et al., 2020) and the level of implementation in Minnesota
schools indicates this is an area that would benefit from increased support from district
leadership.
Curriculum and Instruction - 33.1% of responses indicated, “Parents/guardians are
provided with resources and strategies on how to support their children’s learning at home”
(MDE, 2017) is at the exploring or not in place phase of implementation. This finding relates to
IDEA’s (2004) provisions specific to the inclusion of parents in the decision-making process.
Limited understanding of how to implement a tiered system of support at the secondary level
along with scarce research on effective interventions at the secondary level (Lesh et al., 2021)
may have contributed to the low level of implementation of this critical feature.
Assessment - 42.6% of responses indicated, “Standards-based grading system that
measures and monitors progress toward benchmarks is in place with reliable ratings between
staff” (MDE, 2017) is at the exploring or not in place phase of implementation. This finding
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correlates with previous research that indicated secondary schools must contend with an
assessment process that meets the needs of the secondary setting and many would benefit from a
model of how to effectively implement a relevant data-based decision-making process (Charlton
et al., 2020; Vaughn & Fletcher, 2012). Valid progress monitoring data is an essential component
of MTSS because it helps determine students’ responsiveness to instruction and intervention
(Fuchs et al., 2010; 2017) and previous research has indicated difficulty establishing progressmonitoring procedures at the secondary level (Prewitt et al., 2012). MTSS at the secondary level
requires immediate instructional intensity when existing assessment data indicates a need, with
the end goal of collecting data that demonstrates a student’s reading proficiency has increased
and less intense intervention is warranted (Fuchs et al., 2010; Vaughn & Fletcher, 2012).
Collaboration Among Staff - 18.6% of responses indicated, “There is a consistent process
to guide grade level/content area team discussions and decisions about supplemental
interventions” (MDE, 2017) is at the exploring or not in place phase of implementation.
Research indicated that content area teachers often do not identify themselves as interventionists,
rather, they self-identify as content specialists (Lesh et al., 2021). This finding correlates with
research that suggests systemic change within an education system is dependent on the
knowledge and preparedness of stakeholders that are responsible for the overarching
implementation (Berkeley et al., 2020). Research indicates that administrators at the secondary
level should facilitate collaboration that instills trust and implement professional development
that provides a pathway for ongoing capacity building focused on MTSS implementation (Lesh
et al., 2021; Prewitt et al., 2012).
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Themes Identified Regarding Challenges Encountered During Implementation of the Critical
Components of Multi-tiered Systems of Support
Themes identified from data regarding challenges secondary educators encounter during
the implementation of the critical components of Multi-tiered Systems of Support were:
(a) Staff turnover, bound staff capacity, and staff as a limited resource, (b) Teachers receive
insufficient professional development and training, (c) Secondary school schedules are not
conducive to the MTSS framework, (d) Lack of tiered interventions and MTSS models for
secondary level, and (e) Limited time available for the implementation of MTSS components.
Staff turnover, bound staff capacity, and staff as a limited resource, emerged as the most
frequently identified challenge. This finding is aligned with previous research that found a small
effect between the level of years’ experience in a district and the overall perception of successful
MTSS implementation (Thomas et al., 2020). Lane et al., (2021) found that staff experience of
emotional exhaustion during MTSS implementation. MTSS implementation requires staff
capacity in the areas of schoolwide instructional adaptations and systematic data analysis, and
successful implementation may require prioritization of areas in which to focus implementation
efforts (Arden et al., 2017).
The study found a concern that teachers receive insufficient professional development
and training. This finding is consistent with previous research that identified the lack of training
or training opportunities can be seen as a barrier to MTSS implementation (Castro-Villarreal et
al., 2014). Building staff capacity through staff or professional development intersects with the
second phase of the change process and effective professional development is critical to MTSS
implementation (Dulaney, 2012; Fullan, 2007; Roy, 2013). Wilcox et al., (2013) indicated that
professional development increased knowledge around the various forms of literacy assessment
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which ultimately enhanced reading instruction and student achievement.
Secondary school schedules as not conducive to the MTSS framework emerged as part of
a theme. Results of this study support previous findings (Sansosti et al., 2010) that indicated
scheduling is a major obstacle for MTSS implementation at the secondary level. Several
responses indicated the secondary schedule limits the amount of time necessary for a tiered
support framework. Lesh et al., (2021) highlighted the need for secondary administrators to
reconfigure school structures, such as schedules, to accommodate the MTSS framework.
A reported lack of tiered interventions and MTSS models for the secondary level
emulated previous research and documentation. ESSA (2015) stressed the use of research-based
interventions and IDEA (2004) recommended using evidence-based interventions during MTSS
implementation. Yet, there are limited peer-reviewed studies that focus on MTSS at the
secondary level. There is a need for a broader range of interventions at the secondary level due to
the varied content covered along with the potential need to support foundational skills (Fuchs et
al., 2010; Lesh et al., 2021).
Previous research identified the lack of time to plan, implement interventions, and
analyze data was interpreted as a significant impediment to MTSS implementation (CastroVillarreal et al., 2014; Dulaney, 2012; Sansosti et al., 2010). Dulaney (2012) noted the need for
innovative processes and procedures associated with MTSS implementation at the secondary
level. Thomas et al., (2020) recommended including additional time guiding staff through the
process of integrating data-based decision making into MTSS process and how to implement
assessments that provide necessary data. Additional researchers indicated that capacity building
around MTSS implementation and the time spent on learning a new system will eventually be
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reduced when participants from the initiation phase into the institutionalizing phase (Fullan,
2007; Lesh et al., 2021; Prewitt et al., 2012).
Implications for Educational Practice
Study findings, contextualized with research related to implementation science, provide
guidance for secondary schools pursuing MTSS implementation. Implications are specific to
educational leaders due to the influence leaders have on the change process and the committed
support required of school leadership (Fullan, 2007; Sansosti et al., 2010). The leader of MTSS
implementation may serve in a variety of roles, such as the school level principal, district-level
curriculum specialist, or teacher on special assignment (TOSA). Leaders integrate change theory
and implementation science while leveraging enabling contexts that foster the necessary
conditions for successful and sustainable MTSS implementation (Duda & Wilson, 2018).
Initiation Phase
MTSS implementation at the secondary level involves a change process that begins with
synthesizing available research during the initiation phase. This phase requires the school
community acquire a thorough understanding of the MTSS framework and the establishment of a
well-thought-out plan that describes how MTSS will impact staff and students. Collaboration and
consensus building are taught and fostered during the initiation phase of the change process
(Fullan, 2007). Leaders must invest time and funds in the early phase because moving from
research to practice is a complex task and it often requires rigorous professional development
along with the adoption of new policies (Swindlehurst et al., 2015).
Communication Plan. During the initiation phase of the change process explicit communication
is necessary to properly provide an explanation of the MTSS process and a rationale for the
move towards a tiered framework (Fullan, 2007; Roy, 2013). Student data that identifies
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academic gaps can harness an emotional connection that supports the urgency of the initiative
and initiates momentum during the change process (Fullan, 2001; Lesh et al., 2021).
Establishing an effective communication plan at the start of the change process will
increase the likelihood of regular communication with all stakeholder audiences. High
implementation of the component of notifying parents/guardians when their child begins
supplemental intervention suggests the implicit need for the development of a systematic process
for informing parents and stakeholders about the MTSS process, provide resources and strategies
that support students outside of school, and outline potential schedule changes necessary for
tiered intervention support (Dulaney, 2012. Research has indicated engaging parents/guardians in
integrated academic improvement has the potential to increases overall student performance
(Minnesota Department of Education, n.d.).
Assessment Plan. Progress monitoring to measure student responsiveness to intervention
is a critical aspect of MTSS (Prewett et al., 2012) and the creation of an explicit assessment plan
must include benchmark expectations to determine the academic progress that is necessary
(Vaughn & Fletcher, 2012). Full implementation of the component of using a data system to
document and access individual, student-level data for all the years each student has been in
school will facilitate immediate execution of using data to inform instruction. An assessment
plan that includes MTSS implementation during the change process is an important factor
because successful MTSS implementation requires many components and continuous evaluation
of implementation will facilitate sustainability of implementation (Thomas et al., 2020).
Implementation Phase
During this phase a process is established that provides a mechanism for engagement with MTSS
components (Fullan, 2001) along with shared leadership that encourages collaborative data-
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based decision making (Dulaney, 2012). School leaders that allow for staff autonomy to make
instructional decisions while providing MTSS implementation support will foster professional
vitality and buy-in.
Examining Implementation of the Critical Components of Multi-tiered Systems of
Support (MTSS). Successful transition from MTSS research to practice involves examining the
implementation of critical components to help guide the understanding of MTSS components
and empowering teachers as they move through the change process (Thomas et al., 2020).
Conducting a regular and systematic review of the implementation of MTSS critical features will
increase long-term sustainability and mobilize stakeholders’ capacity (Fullan, 2001; Thomas et
al., 2020). MTSS components that are most fully implemented should be acknowledged and
celebrated as a method to motivate stakeholders to build on successes as they attend to
implementation challenges (Dulaney, 2012).
Creation of an Intentional Plan to Address Areas for Growth. An intentional plan
must be created to address MTSS components that are in exploration or not implemented.
Research has indicated that limited MTSS component implementation is the lack of a coherent
support structure (Thomas et al., 2020) and a plan will provide guidance towards a systematic
implementation of necessary components. A well thought out plan will guide the process of
establishing a mechanism for engagement with MTSS components, coherently define a
leadership support structure, and outline a process that addresses implementation barriers
(Thomas et al., 2020).
Institutional Phase
The institutionalization phase of MTSS implementation will require sustained
commitment to the urgency of the initiative to equitably meet the needs of all students. The
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institutional phase is often the most time-consuming because it involves increased awareness of
expectations along with a movement towards greater proficiency and pedagogy (Fullan, 2007).
During this phase it is imperative that leaders create a system that encourages an exploration of
identified challenges and assumptions so that dissatisfaction does not derail implementation
(Fullan, 2007).
Collaborative Practices. The movement towards higher competency with the
implementation of MTSS components is strengthened by collaborative practices that support
knowledge sharing and active participation (Crone et al., 2016). Staff actively participating
during meetings provides momentum to the change process. When team members actively
engage with the MTSS process, capacity and consensus are built and momentum is strengthened
(Fullan, 2007). Implementation of school leadership teams committing adequate time and
resources to support ongoing professional learning for school staff will increase the effectiveness
of collaborative practices.
Implications for Further Research
It is recommended that future studies identify which critical components of system level
MTSS implementation are most highly correlated with increased student achievement in math
and reading. National Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP) assessment data indicates the
average score for 13-year-olds in reading declined since 2012 assessment (NCES, 2020a).
Research is specifically imperative to learn if MTSS could serve as a tool to address
student achievement gaps. Assessment data from 2019 indicated that Black students had an
average score that was 36 points lower than that for White students and Hispanic students had an
average score that was 24 points lower than that for White students (NCES, 2020a). Another
NAEP data point noted students eligible for National School Lunch Program had an average
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score that was 26 points lower than that for students who were not eligible (NCES, 2020a).
Research documenting the efficacy of MTSS in addressing achievement gaps at the elementary
is plentiful (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2016, 2017), and researchers suggest the goal of school wide MTSS
implementation is to build instructional accountability and intensity to provide a system that
reduces and eliminates existing academic deficits for secondary students (Fuchs et al., 2010;
Morrison et al., 2020; Prewett et al., 2012).
It is recommended that future research focus on secondary schools that have implemented
critical components of MTSS more fully with the aim to identify effective professional
development. There is no specific protocol for secondary MTSS implementation and studying
schools that have successfully implemented a change process may provide a model school or
guide for replication.
This study’s findings reflect secondary schools in the state of Minnesota, and future
studies should examine MTSS implementation efforts in other states. Findings in this study
suggest that several critical components of MTSS were not implemented at the secondary level,
indicating the need for further research that analyzes barriers faced by secondary stakeholders
during MTSS implementation. A larger sample encompassing a greater portion of the United
States will increase the reliability, validity, and transferability of findings.
Future qualitative studies focused on the implementation of MTSS at the secondary level
could include observations and interviews with school leaders, faculty, staff, and students. This
type of study would gather rich narrative of the lived experience of MTSS implementation at the
secondary level. The increased descriptors and details will add to the literature available to
academics and practitioners.
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Concluding Comments
School improvement, especially improvement in reading comprehension scores across the
nation, is challenging and complex. Research literature has identified MTSS as a framework with
the potential to increase student achievement, and research to guide secondary schools towards
full MTSS implementation is imperative (Thomas et al., 2020). Additional research will benefit
practitioners striving to increase their understanding of the framework and the necessary change
process as well as provide secondary schools with more implementation models that meet their
unique needs. A transformational change process is necessary during MTSS implementation and
understanding mediating factors that impact the implementation of critical components will
provide guidance for sustainable implementation. Secondary schools are encouraged to commit
to MTSS as a framework to minimize educational gaps, and work toward a system that improves
reading skills for all adolescents.
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Appendix A
Survey of Multi-tiered Systems of Support Implementation for Addressing the
MN ELA and Math Standards
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Who completed the survey (CHECK ALL THAT APPLY)?
❑1 RtI/MTSS Coach
❑2 Reading specialist/Coach
❑3 Math specialist/Coach
❑4 Principal
❑5 Teacher – general education
❑6 Teacher – special education
❑7 School psychologist
❑8 School counselor
❑9 Other (please describe: __________

104

105

106

107

108

109

110

111

112

113

114

115
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6.
Who are the key members in your school supporting the RtI/MTSS implementation
(check all that apply)?
❑1 RtI/MTSS Coach
❑6 Teacher – special education
❑2 Reading specialist/Coach ❑7 School psychologist
❑3 Math specialist/Coach
❑8 School counselor
❑4 Principal
❑9 Other (please describe:
❑5 Teacher – general
__________________________)
education

7. Has a key member of your leadership and implementation team turned over
in the last 9 months?
❑1 Yes, check all that apply
❑1 Principal
❑2 Curriculum leader
❑3 Data leader
❑4 Literacy coach
❑5 Math coach
❑6 Other leadership member: __________________(please specify)

❑2 No
8. For what percentage of your students is core instruction sufficient to meet
end of year grade-level benchmarks?

❑1
❑2
❑3
❑4
❑5

Fewer than 10 percent
10-20
21-30
31-40
41-50

❑6 51-60
❑7 61-70
❑8 71-80
❑9 81-90
❑10 More than 90 percent

9. We would like to know the challenges (if any) schools encounter in
implementing RtI/MTSS features (besides money and time, in general).
Please describe one or two challenges that your school has
experienced in implementing a school-wide RtI/MTSS. Please be
specific.
______________________________________
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Appendix B
Minnesota Department of Education Data Tracking Form

Data Tracking Form
Date of Request: July 25, 2019
Requester’s Contact Information
Name: Beth Praska
Email/Phone: bethpraska@gmail.com, 763.360.7329
Typically, external requests taking over four (4) hours will be charged for Data Analytics’
time.
Estimated time to fill request: approximately 1.5 hours
Estimated cost (if applicable) to fill request: NA
Data Analytics team member(s) completing request: Kirsten Rewey
Is the requester internal or external? External
If external, do they represent an organization? If so, which one?
Graduate student at Bethel University; employed by the University of Minnesota-Twin
Cities
If internal, will the data to be used for their own work or to be shared externally? If
only for their own work, non-filtered data can be provided. If they will be sharing it
externally, secondary suppression rules should be used in what is provided.
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What, if any, other data requests has this individual or organization made before? If they
have requested data before, does providing this data pose a risk of violating MDE
secondary suppression rules? If you believe this may pose a privacy risk, contact Kathryn
Olson to discuss whether a data sharing agreement may be required to provide this data.
None (none apparent on YouTrack)
What is the goal of this request? What question(s) is(are) the requester trying to answer?
Investigating responses to the most recent MTSS (Multi-tiered Systems of Support) annual
survey submitted by secondary school respondents. Investigation will lead to additional study
(e.g., focus groups).
Does this request meet a legal reporting requirement? If yes, a second person must QC
these data.
No.
Will executive leadership be reviewing this data? If yes, a second person must QC these
data.
No.
Is this a media request? If yes, a second person must QC these data.
No.
What data elements are being requested? For which cohort(s) and time scope is the
requester hoping to receive these data?
Responses to the 2019 MTSS survey, middle schools (schools that serve students in Grades 512) only. File will be de-identified (no school names or identifying numbers).
List of data sources which will be used and variables within those sources used for this
request.
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MTSS survey response data (currently an SPSS file on the G drive).
What is the requested final product (e.g., Excel file, graphs, etc.)?
Excel file (xls, probably).
What is the requested date for these data to be provided (due date)?
Approximately 2-3 weeks (August 12 to August 23)
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Appendix C
MTSS Survey Purpose

September 2019
Dear District Superintendent,
The Minnesota Department of Education continues its work with Wilder Research to track changes
in the statewide implementation of Multi-tiered Systems of Support (MTSS). This will be the
seventh year of the survey. By using a common survey statewide, we hope to understand better
where schools are in their implementation of the critical components of the MTSS framework
and in supporting implementation of the Minnesota English Language Arts (ELA) Standards
and, starting this year, the Minnesota Mathematics Standards.
MTSS is an evidence-based framework that will be part of the list of evidence-based practices for
compliance with ESSA Schools.
For the launch of the 2019 survey:
•

Wilder Research will send emails to invite all schools principals in your district to participate
in the web survey. Each school will receive one survey to be completed by a team of staff.
Detailed instructions are included in each survey. The approximate time to complete the survey
is 30 minutes to one hour.

•

Schools will have until October 11, 2019, to complete the survey.
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•

All schools completing the survey will receive a copy of their results for every year they have
completed the survey. This has been useful to some schools in action planning for improved
implementation.

•

Results will come in January, in time for building and district budgeting and professional
development planning.

•

As in the previous year, this year we will also provide a district coordinator report for
districts with more than three schools participating in the 2019 survey. To get the district
report to the right staff, please contact Vicki Weinberg with their contact information.

•

Schools can take further action to support implementation visit the MDE MTSS webpage
coming this fall.

Please encourage all of the schools in your district to participate in this important survey and
action planning process.
For links to the survey or results please contact Edith Gozali-Lee at Wilder Research at edith.gozalilee@wilder.org, 2017MTSS@wilder.org, or 651-280-2676. If you have any questions about the
study and implementation supports, please contact Vicki Weinberg at vicki.weinberg@state.mn.us or
651-582-8245.
Sincerely,

Dr. Brenda Cassellius
Commissioner
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Appendix D
Survey Completion Request and Link

September 2019
Dear School Principal,
Thank you for your work on behalf of Minnesota students. This year the Minnesota English
Language Arts (ELA) and Mathematics Standards through Multi-tiered Systems of Support
(MTSS) survey is coming out early. Given that some districts and schools use the data for planning
implementation, it has been moved up to provide results in time for budgeting and staffing
allocations. The hope is that by completing the survey in time to get results for budgeting schools
and districts will use the results for budgeting professional development, policy changes, and
organizational supports proactively vs. reactively.
MDE in partnership with Wilder Research, is launching the seventh year of the MTSS survey.
Response to this survey has been high over the last five years, sustaining at nearly 50 percent of all
invited schools. Please support the important work we are doing with studying implementation by
completing this survey by October 18, 2019.
There are two benefits for completing the survey. First, school leadership teams will continue
to receive their individual results and action planning guide. For last year’s results and action
planning guide follow the link at If you have any questions about the survey questions or action
planning with results, please contact Vicki Weinberg at vicki.weinberg@state.mn.us or 651-582-8245.
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Second, the results continue to contribute to the state’s knowledge base of implementation of the
standards and MTSS framework. Districts that have at least three participating schools will
receive results and action planning guides to support coherent district-wide improvement of
instruction and MTSS implementation. MDE will be launching an updated MTSS website in the
fall of 2019, when you get your results visit the MDE website to learn more about state-wide
trends and implementation guidance.
Next steps:
1. To complete the survey, please use the following web address and password (or click on the
link below):
Web address:
Password:
Please complete the survey as a team (school principal/ school leadership can decide whom
to include on the team). Expect the survey will take between 30 minutes to one hour. Only one
completed survey per school is needed.
2. Please complete your survey by October 18, 2019.
3. We will provide your school with your individualized results and action items between May
and June.
You may contact Edith Gozali-Lee at edith.gozali-lee@wilder.org or Wilder Research at
2018MTSS@wilder.org, or 651-280-2680 if you have technical difficulties or want a PDF of the
survey.
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Thank you for helping us obtain valuable information to better serve students!

Sincerely,

Dr. Brenda Cassellius
Commissioner
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Appendix E
Quantitative Data Sample
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Appendix F
Coding Responses for Themes
School ID
Number
1

15

16

17

18

24
25
31
37
41
42
43

53
54
55
56
59

Q 27 comment on challenges. 147 responses
Identified Theme.
No identified theme
30 responses left blank or commented “none”
Lack of tier II interventions for Math and Reading, schools do not have
full buy in for MTSS interventions, staff development training of evidence
based interventions.
High level of student/family needs around mental health/trauma and it is
overwhelming to staff sometimes to deal with the multitude of behavior
needs. Small changes are difficult to see.
There are two primary barriers to building-wide MTSS implementation at
a High School level: 1. The lack of an effective screener that aligns with
classroom objectives. 2. It's hard to implement Tier 2 interventions that fits
the criteria of a Tier 2 intervention while still maintaining the flexibility
necessary to apply across classrooms and content areas.
We have no model to provide tier 2 and 3 interventions in a high school.
We also do not have the staff to plan and implement these interventions
outside of core instructional time.
We are in the process of creating and implantation of a system of support
for all students. The challenge would be to provide a consistent space for
staff to collaborate and problem solve a plan to support all students.
Making sure there is clear communication and implementation.
Finding research based interventions to use in middle school.
middle school schedule
Our two curriculum coaches and new Curriculum Director have aided in
some of our success.
needing more differentiated instruction and resource time for struggling
students
student attendance
We continue to see a changing staff population. We have encountered
large numbers of retirements which has led to new hiring and training.
There is a challenge to know what the background or foundational
knowledge that staff new to the building have. This is especially true of
first-year staff coming from different colleges/universities.
Our teacher contract does not allow for adjusting times for class periods to
allow for flex time that could be used for interventions.
A challenge as always is turn over with staff. Time to fully
implement/Scheduling Money to support needed programs
Structuring a schedule in a way that allows for flexibility and supporting
staff in differentiation of instruction to meet student needs.
Finding materials and intervention resources for upper level high school
students who are not meeting grade-level benchmark standards.
Training opportunities are limited in greater MN. Also small schools lack
some of the capacity to do some of this work due to limited resources.
Yes that is an issue for everyone, but felt more keenly in a small school.
Everyone wears multiple hats and no one is an expert in MTSS.
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127
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MTSS is excellent as a philosophy, but an over focus on utilizing specific
processes required by it is not an appropriate use of resources.
Not knowing low income students
Identifying effective math interventions that engage students. Progress
monitoring in a middle school.
Time
Parental involvement
Fitting the interventions into the schedule and adjusting for required for
graduation credit earning.
Economic disparities in our student population create challenges from
attendance to parent connections to work completion, etc.
Time to train middle school general ed teachers on how to bring
interventions into their classroom on a daily basis.
We are implementing a 9 period day to ensure we have time built in for
intervention. However, we have 1) limited staff to support the
intervention, 2) only 2 intervention choices - R180 and M180 (which don't
meet all students' needs), and 3) our non-intervention classes are
enrichment classes that are large (40 students per class) and made up of
students that would benefit from some intervention, but not the level of
M180 or R180. It's hard to ensure students get exactly the support they
need with limited staffing ad intervention resources. Additionally, we
don't have strong Tier 2 or 3 interventions for behavior and so much of our
time in team and leadership team conversations is spent on behavior rather
than academics.
Teacher preparedness. We find that a lot of professional development
needs to happen around MTSS to get general education teachers to
understand their role in providing supports.
Staffing, lack of funding to pay teachers. Also face challenges with
building wide scheduling so students can get extra help while not missing
electives which they like.
School size Staffing Budget Time
As students progress through the grades, becomes more difficult to meet
needs compared to peers, because the gap seems to grow versus get
smaller. The large difference in student performance is hard to
differentiate within a class. In 8th grade especially, getting student to
grade level at an accelerated rate. we really focus on growth.
The Collaborative Teams use their time to develop and change curriculum
as the year moves on. Although time in general is not what you are
wanting to hear, it is the largest hurdle in developing a plan for individual
students who need Tier 2 and 3 interventions. The teams analyze the data
as the years move on, and we are not moving students in and out of the
tiers as we would like.
Our school has not implemented MTSS features.
Scheduling
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Appendix G
Theme Response Breakdown
Theme
Number

Identified Themes of
Challenges

1
2

None or left blank
Lack of tiered interventions
and MTSS models for the
secondary level
Staff buy-in/ resistance
Teachers receive insufficient
professional development and
training
Student behavior needs/mental
health needs
Screener/assessment (lack of)
Progress monitoring/ data
collection
Staff turnover, bound staff
capacity, staff as a resource

3
4

5
6

7

8

Collaboration

9
10

14
15

Clear communication
Clear
implementation/schoolwide
process
Secondary school schedules
are not conducive to the MTSS
framework
Differentiated instruction/ core
Limited staff and faculty time
available to dedicate to the
implementation of MTSS
components
Student attendance
Funding $/ Budget

16
17
18
19

Parental involvement/ support
ELL needs
Technology needs
Instructional space

11

12
13

School ID number

Total
Number of
147 responses
Responses for
Some responses identified more than 1 Theme
challenge
30
1, 16,17,25,56, 88, 156, 163, 191, 246,
20
300, 304, 305, 318, 342, 433, 439, 444,
471, 479
1, 121, 169, 192, 372, 408
6
1, 43, 59, 87, 93, 157, 158, 169, 187,
22
235, 237, 245, 267, 275, 334, 342, 362,
389, 401, 410, 444, 479
15,88, 304, 458,
4
16, 63, 173, 176, 220, 235, 286, 299,
305, 306, 343, 404, 458,

13

17,43, 54, 59, 60, 88, 94, 103, 138, 139,
156, 157, 158, 163, 168, 170, 177, 178,
184, 185, 199, 202, 205, 211, 216, 221,
242, 246, 267, 275, 280, 293, 296, 304,
308, 310, 318, 322, 323, 342, 380, 383,
393, 396, 410, 412, 429, 430, 439, 444,
448, 456, 463, 468,
18, 153, 173, 220, 270, 378, 388, 441,
459
24
24, 213, 322, 342, 343, 496

54

31, 53,54, 55, 78, 94, 120, 134, 152,
157, 158, 163, 192, 205, 221, 242, 310,
318, 319, 334, 433, 456,
41, 55, 109, 269, 331,
41, 54, 69, 103, 117, 152, 153, 165, 180,
199, 313, 361, 369, 380, 400, 433, 439,
441, 484

22

42, 82, 467
54, 60, 94, 103, 162, 180, 200, 268, 433,
454
72, 82, 199, 361, 373,
241
429, 430,
448

3
10

9
1
6

5
19

5
1
2
1

129

